
The scientific version of our existence on this planet may very well be phys-
ically true, but we don’t like it much. It isn’t cuddly. There aren’t many tunes 
you can hum in the shower. (Atwood 2012, 54)

What is this feeling
So sudden and new?
I felt the moment
I laid eyes on you
My pulse is rushing
My head is reeling
My face is flushing
What is this feeling?
Fervid as a flame
Does it have a name? (Holzman and Schwartz 2006, 146)

The novelist Margaret Atwood snappily sums up a problem driving pub-
lic engagement with science. Science may satisfy its own obligations 
towards a particular conception of truth in the production of knowledge. 
However, such truths seem not to satisfy science’s publics in terms of 
their demands for sensation. Indeed, scientific institutions and individ-
ual scientists are often resistant to attempts by popular media to sensa-
tionalise even at the same time as they desire engagement. To follow 
Atwood’s line of thought, science often fails to satisfy a particular need to 
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be touched, neither does it offer the reassurance provided by a repeated 
and repeatable musical form. Atwood, perhaps surprisingly for a writer, 
seems to conceive of engagement non-discursively as a hug or a melody. 
Science only makes partial sense. On the other hand, the two female 
leads in the hit musical Wicked play with felt experience through lyrics, 
gesture, melody, harmony, rhythm and choreography. What is this feeling? 
stages an encounter between two young women that seems to make com-
plete theatrical sense. They have just met each other and experience a set 
of physical symptoms that musical audiences might quickly recognise as 
a romantic trope: they are falling in love. At the same time as the staccato 
recitative of the speculative lyrics quoted above emerges as catchy mel-
ody, the speculation is resolved as diagnosis, the feeling is ‘loathing, 
unadulterated loathing’: the love song turns out to be a hate song.

In the previous chapter, I examined a set of choreographic practices 
that held together computer science, opera and contemporary theatre as 
ways of knowing. In this chapter, I am exploring the way popular theatre 
might resource practices of knowledge repair. I argue that the theatrical 
strategies of this kind of performance might hold scientific knowledge 
and its objects together with public feelings that could otherwise be 
(mis)conceived as the kind of disengagement, discomfort or antipathy 
Atwood characterises. Theatre does this through the mobilisation of the 
conventions which delineate its inside and outside – the cleavages of the-
atricality in the terms of Josette Féral I discussed in Chapter 1 – and 
through theatricality’s consequent capacity to make things unreal, as 
I have explored in Chapter 2. Such conventions are mutable as demon-
strated by the way a love song can mutate into a hate song but are reliant 
on an audience’s capacity to make sense of them.

The examples I discuss in this chapter, two Broadway musicals and two 
plays first staged at London’s National Theatre, are connected by populist 
intent and, to varying extents, achieved a level of popularity. Their popu-
lism derives in part from particular accommodations with the economies 
of commercial or partially state-subsidised entertainment. It can also be 
accounted for by the way they register public feelings or reflect a particu-
lar zeitgeist. Their various modes of theatricality establish a relationship 
between performers and spectators but also articulate connections 
between a range of scientific discourses on climate change, population 
change, water management, genetics and neuroscience; apparently 
anti-scientific cultural forms such as myth, mysticism and magic; and 
aesthetic conventions from literary fiction, pop music and fashion. As 
such I argue that they constitute a set of speculative theatrical practices.

In their book Capitalist Sorcery, Philippe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers 
took inspiration from the cry heard at the Seattle protests in 1999: ‘another 
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world is possible’. The link that Stengers draws between anti-globalisa-
tion movements and her cosmopolitical philosophy of science is rooted 
in an impulse to speculate about the possibility of another world. With 
Pignarre she attempts to assemble diverse and sometimes divergent 
practices to revive a sense of futurity and speculation as a political prac-
tice: ‘propositions that attempt to transmit effectively – affectively – a 
feeling for the dangers just as much as the possibilities for us of protect-
ing ourselves from them’ (Pignarre and Stengers 2011, 9). Here they echo 
a number of other thinkers in different fields, from critical pedagogy to 
queer studies (Giroux 2001; Muñoz 2009), who resist twentieth-century 
fears of utopian thought in an attempt to conserve the idea of the future, 
even within the context of the Anthropocene, and escape the otherwise 
eternal present in which There Is No Alternative to neo-liberalism. This 
chapter sets out to locate science in performance as just such a set of 
propositions.

Science is ambivalent towards speculation. Speculative practices are 
enshrined in some conceptions of science, as in Popper’s understanding 
of a scientific method based on a falsifiable hypothesis that can be tested 
(2002). The formation of such a hypothesis requires a speculative, imag-
inative operation. However, scientific literature often positions its find-
ings in opposition to ‘mere’ speculation. Science’s speculative dimension 
offers great potential for engagement as noted at the start of this book in 
Stephen Hawking’s injunction to be curious. At the same time, its dis-
avowal of its speculative dimension also undermines such an invitation. 
Speculation is too easily associated with science’s Others: intuition, mys-
ticism, myth and metaphysics. Science is often opposed to speculation 
within the institutional contexts in which it operates, like medicine or 
law (Chapman 1999; Levin 2016; Sha 2013). Theatre has also shown 
some ambivalence towards speculation for different reasons. If science’s 
suspicion of speculation stems from the extent to which knowledge might 
become contaminated by fantasy, theatre’s concern seems to be almost 
the reverse. Playwright Sarah Kane, for instance, opposed speculative 
theatre to a theatre of sensation or experiential theatre. For her,  dramatic 
traditions that speculate about or in other times and places neglect the 
experience of the audience in the theatre in the present (Sierz 2002).

I would argue that the practice and conception of science in perfor-
mance necessarily resists such an opposition between speculation and 
sensation. Stengers has argued that:

A speculative possibility does not simply fall from the sky of ideas. Specula-
tion originates in unique situations, which exhibits the possibility of an 
approach by the very fact that they have already undertaken it. (2011b, 313)
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Speculation operates by a kind of catachresis, so a deliberate use of an 
idea, word or feeling that might not exist in order to enable thought about 
what does. It tests possibility through a set of techniques or practices 
available within a particular time and place. Speculative forms though 
are somewhat paradoxical or oxymoronic – in the way that a term like 
science fiction is – by invoking both a relationship with reality and a 
distance from it. Speculative realist philosophy affirms the position that 
‘cognition grasps a real that is not of its own making, and that its capaci-
ties may be reshaped as a function of that real’ (Trafford et al. 2014, 2).

Speculative theatricality, as a characteristic of science in performance, 
perhaps risks tautology but is intended to articulate the particular sense 
of possibility within the unreal that might be felt in the theatre and that 
I argue constitutes a reparative way of knowing. Within the examples 
that follow I locate speculative theatricality in particular in the ways the-
atrical forms hold together sensation and discursive knowledge, so 
knowledge that can be expressed in language. The speculative practices 
that emerge from my examples include conventions that bring together 
scientific ideas, so discourse about climate change, genetics or conscious-
ness, with the tonal, textural and rhythmic possibilities of music, dysto-
pian narrative and mystical or mythical figures from popular cultures. 
I argue that popular theatrical forms hold political potential insofar as 
they can gain a hold on ideas because of, not despite, the way they gen-
erate raw sensation.

The politics of theatre here is not constituted by the message to be com-
municated, or by articulating the position of a particular, pre-constituted 
social class or grouping, nor indeed by a particular mode of production. 
Rather, this theatre might be considered political through its capacity to 
enable collective speculation by sensational means in response to the 
emergence of scientific objects. In the terms of Stengers and Pignarre, 
such speculation offers a way of dislocating scientific rationality from 
capitalist reason, concepts which are often equated within narratives of 
progress.1 Speculative theatricality achieves such dislocation by express-
ing popular feelings inspired by such narratives, notably fearful feelings 
about the future, as they emerge from the promises or predictions of 
technoscience. It also articulates such feelings with popular cultural fig-
ures or scenarios that offer alternative narratives. In Urinetown the book 
musical as cultural form and mode of production holds together the 
contradictions inherent in the politics of water management. In Wicked, 
the witches provide a doubled figure with which to understand knowl-
edge politics, and the witch-hunt provides a scenario for exploring how 
public feelings can be implicated and exploited in knowledge production. 
Discussion of the work by the London-based theatre company Headlong 
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in the second half of the chapter explores theatrical techniques by which 
sensation and speculation are held together through what I call vertigo 
aesthetics. In all these examples, non-discursive theatrical elements, 
notably but not exclusively music, are central as sensational catachresis 
in holding open space for knowledge repair.

Bad feelings on Broadway: Wicked and 
Urinetown

Lockstock: It’s a kind of a mythical place, you understand. A bad place. A place 
you won’t see until Act Two. And then…? Well, let’s just say it’s filled with 
symbolism and things like that. (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, 9)

Urinetown is what might almost be called the ‘feel-bad’ musical. A bizarrely 
titled show, following a circuitous journey from its author’s roots in the 
alternative theatre scene in Chicago, it opened on Broadway in September 
2001 in a run-down theatre in a Manhattan physically and emotionally 
battered by the attack on the twin towers. It was conceived and written 
though in the late 1990s and is a direct response by writer Greg Kotis and 
composer Mark Hollman to ‘a fact that trumped all the other facts’, 
namely the conclusion by the scientific community that humans had caused 
or contributed to potentially cataclysmic climate change (2014, xii). The 
musical reaches the apparently deeply pessimistic conclusion that the 
eighteenth-century thinker Malthus was right. Population growth tends 
to undermine improvements in human quality of life and political sys-
tems can do little to mitigate this: progress undermines itself.

In the 2000s, the extreme and urgent facticity of climate change seemed 
to drive theatre and film-makers towards documentary or didactic modes. 
Examples might include Al Gore’s lecture-documentary An Inconvenient 
Truth (Guggenheim 2006), the ‘drama-documentary-animation’ Age of 
Stupid (Armstrong 2009), and the pair of performance-lectures at the Royal 
Court Theatre in London, staged by Katie Mitchell and delivered directly by 
scientists themselves, Ten Billion by Stephen Emmott (2013) and 2071 fea-
turing Chris Rapley (2015).2 Urinetown, however, expresses writer Greg 
Kotis’s ‘creeping sense of dread that we’re in the process of doing ourselves 
in’ as shabbily spectacular musical theatre (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, xiv). 
Rather than a rhetorical approach to speculation as in the scientists’ lec-
tures, Kotis and Hollman stage an imagined dystopia but also play with the 
feelings engendered by this scenario and by the book musical as form.
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Kotis’s bad feelings are given form through a scenario in which years 
of environmental degradation and drought have left the fictional city in 
sanitary crisis. Toilet services are run by a private monopoly, the Urine 
Good Company, in cahoots with a corrupt government and citizens have 
to ‘pay to pee’ (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, xii). Tension between the des-
perate population and those who have to police their toilet use culmi-
nates in insurrection. The toilet attendant Bobby Strong leads a revolt 
against his employers and the conveniences are thrown open to all. 
Bobby, however, is tricked and killed by the entrepreneur Caldwell B. 
Cladwell, president and owner of Urine Good Company, who, as his 
name suggests, earns a good profit from his monopoly and is not going 
to give it up lightly. Cladwell’s daughter Hope, sweetheart of Bobby, takes 
over the leadership of the rebellion and Cladwell himself meets a sticky 
end. Unlike in many book musicals though, there is not a simple happy 
resolution. Cladwell’s demise in the revolution does not lead to a rosy 
future. Hope and the new regime cannot stave off the Malthusian 
impasse. As Lockstock, police officer and narrator, concludes, ‘it wasn’t 
long before the water turned silty, brackish, and then disappeared alto-
gether’ (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, 99). It turns out that Cladwell’s cruelty 
was ‘effectively’ regulating water resources and Hope’s well-meant lack of 
control of the facilities means the city slides back into the stench.

The cultural form of Kotis’s ‘creeping sense of dread’ seems to be the 
dystopia. Urinetown is unusual but not unique in using a dystopian sce-
nario for a book musical. It gains inspiration directly from more obviously 
historical musicals, notably Brecht and Weill’s Threepenny Opera and 
Boublil and Schönberg’s Les Misérables, but it also makes reference to 
Sondheim’s disturbing fantasies such as Into the Woods or Sweeney Todd. 
It displays many of the features of twentieth-century dystopian literary 
form as for instance outlined by scholars of utopian forms (Cavalcanti 
2000; Jameson 2007; Moylan 2000). It is a ‘bad place’ into which the 
audience is led by the narrators, Officer Lockstock and Little Sally, who 
establish its temporal separation from the world of its audience. The nar-
rators do this through their costumes and characterisation recognisable 
from many cultural representations of mid-twentieth-century urban USA. 
Lockstock is a gruff, brutal if somewhat comically ineffective law enforcer 
blending police officers from stage and screen who might include Top 
Cat’s cartoon nemesis Officer Dibble and Officer Krupke from West Side 
Story. Little Sally is a wise-cracking street urchin who seems to resemble 
stage incarnations of orphan Annie but also nods to characters such as 
Gavroche from the stage version of Les Misérables or the Artful Dodger 
from Lionel Bart’s Oliver! Together they offer a narrative commentary 
that both establishes the dystopian fictional context of Urinetown but 
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also establishes its credentials as homage to and parody of the book 
musical, as in the quotation at the top of this section. Urinetown is rec-
ognisably a US city – it could be New York or Chicago – but its ‘Gotham-
like’ set and costume design, along with the frequent nods to Brecht and 
Weill, perform a time-shift, a dislocation, that is both backwards into the 
Great Depression of the 1920s or 1930s and sideways into an alternative 
world after ‘the Stink Years… when the water table started to drop and 
then just kept on dropping’ (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, 78).

The paradigmatic dystopian novels of the twentieth century – Zamyatin’s 
We (1993), Huxley’s Brave New World (2007) and Orwell’s 1984 (2004) – 
and their theatrical equivalents such as Čapek’s R.U.R. marked their sepa-
ration from their contemporary societies by a time-shift into the future 
signified, at least in part, by the profusion of sophisticated technologies of 
surveillance and control. They warn against the potential of these technol-
ogies to support the emergence of totalitarian regimes. Urinetown’s tech-
nological focus is the toilet. Suitably, in an age of biopolitics, this dystopia 
is viscerally of the body and the humour is scatological. The technology 
itself is of course not speculative. In parts of the world where Urinetown 
has largely been performed this is a rather taken-for-granted piece of 
technology. However, it points to the way that the dystopian potential of 
technology is not always immediately apparent and that progress can no 
longer depend on unlimited natural resources. Changing water levels and 
patterns of precipitation causing drought and flooding are all potential 
and current effects of global warming. Recent histories of water availability 
and use may not be a reliable guide to future hydro geographies. Urinetown’s 
mode of speculation therefore has a complex temporality. It looks back, 
through its twentieth-century milieu and homage to the book musical, in 
order to look forward speculating on a future ecological crisis.

The Marxist literary critic Fredric Jameson has criticised the anti-utopian 
tendency within twentieth-century, particularly Cold War, dystopias, 
notably Orwell’s 1984. Jameson draws attention to the ‘ecumenical’ neg-
ativity of these works, emerging from a fear of the future and progress as 
such, which seems to foreclose on any sense of political possibility. This 
critique is based in part on a logical contradiction he identifies in 1984 
between the idea that totalitarian regimes can exercise power through 
science at the same time as being fundamentally in opposition to it (2007, 
200). Urinetown seems similarly ecumenical in its political critique. The 
invidious choice seems to be between a form of capitalist totalitarianism 
in which the majority suffer and corporations and state connive to profit 
from regulation regimes, or anarchic freedom ultimately dooming every-
one. It is not so much the sanitation technology that is put into question, 
but its availability and governance. Science is at a standstill and no mode 
of government can equitably regulate access to technology.
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And yet narrative analysis eventually runs dry when trying to under-
stand dystopia in performance. It rather misses the fact that much the-
atre, the musical in particular and entertainment in general, are not just 
capable of formally representing utopia but of temporarily constituting it 
in performance (Dolan 2005; Dyer 1992). While the dystopian scenario 
on stage may seem to reflect public fears about climate change or over- 
population, rather than the Cold War fear of totalitarianism or nuclear 
apocalypse, the feeling in the audience is unlikely to be one of over-
whelming anxiety. The relocation of the dystopia is dislocated by the 
theatrical event.

Urinetown closely follows all the conventions of the book musical and 
as such has an emotional trajectory at odds with the creeping dread that 
was Kotis’s starting point. There is a (hetero)romantic story-line between 
Hope and Bobby Strong that is consummated in a love song Follow your 
heart. This is classically in waltz time, starting as a solo for Hope and 
turning into a duet with Bobby. The singing is straight (in both senses) 
rather than comic (or queer). Jennifer Laura Thompson in role as Hope 
in the Broadway production makes a marked shift between a comic, girl-
ish speaking voice and a classically musical, technically accomplished 
sung soprano. The gospel number Run, Freedom, Run at the start of Act 
2 is suitably uplifting and the final number I See a River moves from 
gospel to a hymn marching hopefully in solidarity into the future.

Critical literature on the dystopia makes a distinction between the extent 
to which escape or utopian potential exists within or without the fictional 
world. Moylan and Baccolini identify a key feature of the (particularly 
feminist) critical dystopia as the preservation of hope for protagonists 
within the world and readers without through ‘ambiguous open endings 
that resist closure’ (Moylan and Baccolini 2011, 14). The narrative ending 
of Urinetown seems to offer complete closure: it does not offer redemp-
tion through love, individual self-preservation or collective emancipa-
tion. Hope and Bobby’s love is naive and clichéd. Bobby is killed and 
Hope’s revolution comes to nought. Urinetown is self-consciously Brech-
tian in form and politics in that it articulates contradictions in the mode 
of production and prompts laughter at an apparent state of misery. How-
ever, the audience is as likely to leave the theatre humming the tunes as 
planning climate activism:

Lockstock: Like I said, Little Sally, this isn’t a happy musical.
Little Sally: But the music’s so happy! (Kotis and Hollmann 2014, 99)

The musical experience, given that it is so closely aligned with other 
book musicals, is likely to produce similar affects. Audiences are not sup-
posed to go to Broadway musicals nor leave successful ones in a state of 
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anxiety about the world. And this is perhaps where the utopian potential 
might be found, to echo Jill Dolan (2005), through what might be called 
a dystopian performative. If the dystopia enables us to feel for the danger 
and feel the fear, its performative dimension lies in what it does.

As Anne Beggs (2010) has pointed out, the particular twenty-first- 
century twist on the book musical performed by Urinetown, is its con-
stant reference to itself as musical theatre and the extent to which it is, is 
not or should be observing the conventions of the form.3 This runs right 
through its formal properties into its own mode of production. Little 
Sally comments that there must be hope that her dreams will come true, 
purely because a little girl like her has been given as many lines as she has 
in a musical. In an apparent analogy with the inevitability of environ-
mental degradation, Urinetown reflects on the inevitability built into its 
own theatrical form. Just as the musical proceeds inevitably through its 
conventions, even though the characters are aware of them this does not 
make them able to stop them. The audience is also interpellated in this 
way. Except that Beggs identifies a number of respects in which Urine-
town demonstrates a sense of possibility:

For Urinetown’s real subversive potential lies not in its obvious critique of 
capitalism, but in its paradoxical refusal to carry immanent musical con-
ventions through to their anticipated conclusion: the songs are tuneful and 
the love story touching, but they do not solve manmade environmental crises 
or their concomitant political exploitation. (2010, 55)

In this way she suggests Urinetown makes and then subverts a particular 
contract with its audience and that, in its rise from fringe parody to 
Broadway hit, models a kind of political subversion within the mainstream 
and the ‘middle-brow’. She goes on to show how the musical’s reach has 
been enhanced by touring and revival hundreds of times across amateur 
and student performances.

On the one hand, Urinetown’s commercial success and commodifica-
tion in all the usual merchandise spin-offs – t-shirts, CDs, etc. – can be 
understood as inevitable recuperation. On the other, Urinetown has 
already incorporated this recuperation within the DIY aesthetic. The 
cast recording sleeve note is introduced with the prefix that it is ‘pro-
duced by a large monopolizing corporation’. Now this kind of reflexive 
schadenfreude might be dismissed as cynical or anti-utopian in Jameson’s 
terms. However, I think this is to disregard the significance of its poten-
tial to produce an alternative public that might cut across established 
lines of identification. Generic forms can become what Baccolini in her 
work on the feminist critical dystopia has referred to as ‘sites of resis-
tance’ (2004, 520). The symbolic inability of the protagonists within the 
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world to figure a way out of the dystopian bind that is Urinetown is mate-
rialised in the inability of the musical’s creators to escape the economics 
of Broadway. At the same time, the audience’s collective recognition of 
this impasse, indeed their potential irritation at it, at the same time as 
they enjoy the catchy melodies, suggests at least the possibility of the 
dystopian performative having affects or effects beyond the sense of no 
alternative.

Pignarre and Stengers identify a danger in assuming that the scale of 
ecological catastrophe in itself can force consensus and unity. The wide-
spread documentary and didactic approaches that characterise much 
science communication, including the documentaries and performance 
lectures mentioned above, tend to focus on delineating this scale and 
emphasising its facticity, attempting to iron out the apparent differences 
that are understood as disagreement about the facts of climate change 
(Hulme 2009). However, this does not seem to be enough, neither does 
it make a virtue of theatrical convention. Perhaps Urinetown’s more 
circuitous reflexive theatricalities offer a greater sense of possibility in 
terms of creating ‘practices that may turn these divergences into a force’ 
(Pignarre and Stengers 2011, 9). At the very least, it might upset the 
opposition posed by Atwood between the sensation of humming tunes 
in the shower (or on the toilet?) and scientific speculation.

If Urinetown became a surprise Broadway hit of the new millennium 
with an unlikely dystopian scenario, then an equally surprising hit two 
years later was built on the figure of a green witch. Wicked the Musical 
(2003), written by Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holzman, shares with 
Urinetown many features, notably a reflexivity in relation to its own form 
and the dystopian depiction of an onstage public. This depiction resonates 
with the way the public is (mis)understood within its deficient concep-
tion by the public understanding of science movement: that is fearful, 
gullible, ignorant, prejudiced and quick to scapegoat. It is also similar 
and operating at considerably greater scale in producing an off-stage 
public through reflexivity towards contemporary knowledge politics. Its 
reclamation of the figure of the witch, importantly two witches in this 
case, is central to this variant of the dystopian performative.

The specific witches in question here are the double leads in Wicked 
and the opening quotation of this chapter is from a duet they sing which 
paradoxically both establishes their friendship and their loathing for 
each other. Wicked the Musical is an iteration in a long-running story at 
the heart of US culture. It is a musical based on a 1995 novel by Gregory 
Maguire, which adapts the 1939 movie Wizard of Oz, itself based on the 
1900 novel by L. Frank Baum (2019).4 The story in its numerous incar-
nations in novel, stage or film relies on a journey by a young female 
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central character into a utopian or perhaps dystopian fantasy world of 
Oz. The twist in Wicked is that the central character is not the Kansas 
every-girl Dorothy but the Wicked Witch of the West who turns out to 
be not so wicked (at least in the traditional sense) and an every-girl for 
the twenty-first century. The musical focuses primarily on the inter-
twined back stories of Elphaba, the Wicked Witch of the West, and 
Glinda, the Good Witch.5 In many ways these two witches are two halves 
of the same character. Scholarship on the musical has shown how their 
complementarity is played out within the form through their duets, 
through the marketing logo, through their growing friendship despite 
their initial apparent incompatibility and through the way the two char-
acters and the actors who play them generate powerful attachments with 
their many young female fans (Boyd 2010; Wolf 2007, 2008).

The musical, as is typical of the classic book musical form, has a dual 
trajectory through the sung numbers and through the book narrative. The 
sung numbers recount a romantic journey and a process of self-realisation. 
Both these journeys are primarily for the two female leads. Stacy Wolf 
(2008) outlines the significance of Wicked both in its popular feminism 
but also in the way that it queers the central romance. As Wolf points out, 
the male lead and love interest of both girls, Fiyero, is a ‘straw man’ in 
both senses and the real romance is the friendship between Elphaba and 
Glinda. The book narrative tells the story of Glinda and Elphaba’s educa-
tion at Shiz university, their discovery of the persecution of the Animal 
professors as part of an apparently fascist tyranny over Oz orchestrated 
by the wizard and the teacher Madame Morrible. Elphaba and Glinda 
are both concerned by this but adopt very different approaches. Elphaba 
directly confronts the wizard, speaking truth to power and counter- 
posing his apparently illusory use of technology to inspire fear – through 
a rather clunky and clearly early twentieth-century mechanical head – 
with her real power stemming from her ability to read the Grimmerie 
and therefore to do magic. Hers is an organic, biological, reproductive 
power to transform animals and people and a power to fly and make 
things fly. Like the normally male figure of the over-reaching scientist 
she struggles to control this power and is prone to a degree of hubris.6 
Her ‘curing’ of her disabled sister Nessarose is politically problematic, in 
that disability seems to be somehow connected to malign behaviour. 
Elphaba is also complicit in her sister Nessarose’s death, which results, as 
at the start of the 1939 film, by Dorothy’s house squashing her flat. We do 
kind of understand how she becomes wicked in the eyes of the public 
even though this is also obviously simplistic and unjust.

If wickedness in the 1900 novel was clearly a moral concept, a century 
later it seems to have mutated somehow. The villain a century ago now 
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turns out to be the heroine, however flawed. The source of moral author-
ity, the good witch Glinda, is now a vacuous, if well-meaning, politician. 
Elphaba’s wickedness, and indeed wickedness more broadly in the musi-
cal, derives from apparently uncomfortable knowledge. Elphaba’s knowl-
edge is uncomfortable in the sense that it emerges from her arcane, 
magical abilities that she can scarcely control, but is also reflected in her 
awareness of what the wizard is really doing that everyone else is either 
unaware of or chooses to ignore. This situation clearly resonates with the 
teenage fans of the musical who may be coming to terms with new but 
frightening problems and knowledges of adulthood. However, wickedness 
understood in this way is also a conception of contemporary problems 
co-produced by science and society. ‘Wicked’ problems are not just 
problems that produce disagreement about how to solve them; they are 
also subject to contestation about how they are conceived or framed in 
the first place (Rittel and Webber 1973). Scientific institutions, by defini-
tion, struggle with wicked problems, as the knowledge that defines them 
as discipline or profession is insufficient to address the problem. At the 
same time, acceptance of other knowledges may fundamentally disrupt 
or threaten the institution or social group. Steve Rayner argues that igno-
rance is often a ‘necessary social achievement’ in shoring up institutions 
(Rayner 2012, 108). He goes on to theorise ‘uncomfortable knowledge’ as 
being at the meeting point between ‘wicked’ problems and ‘clumsy solu-
tions’ that might take into account different ways of knowing.

Discourses about scientific over-reach, in the theatre or elsewhere, 
tend to either focus on the moral dilemma faced by individual scientists 
or direct moral critique at the way particular social systems determine 
scientific knowledge production and, in particular, use it.7 However, the 
tendency in these accounts is for the knowledge itself to be unproblema-
tised as knowledge. Wickedness in the musical registers the loss or 
indeed absence of a safe moral ground on which to make judgements 
about knowledge. It also clearly articulates the way knowledges might be 
disqualified, ignored or rejected both through authoritarian repression 
but also through more hegemonic psychosocial operations by experts 
and non-experts. The book narrative of Wicked relies on a set of histori-
cally significant figures and scenarios for the exploration of uncomfortable 
knowledges and public ignorance in its featuring of the witch, witchcraft 
and the witch-hunt.

The witch-hunt as staged in Wicked and indeed elsewhere in culture is 
often read as metaphor for the demonisation of a minority group. How-
ever, such metaphorical usage risks further suppression of its historical 
actuality. Silvia Federici (2014) has shown how, in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries across Europe and in various colonial territories 

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:02:55AM

via free access



76 Science in performance 

(notably North America), the witch and her magic were produced as 
objects for popular fears about social change. Such changes included the 
land enclosures, eradication of the commons and associated capitalisa-
tion necessary for a phase described in Marxist terms as ‘primitive accu-
mulation’. The witch-hunt is an enduring mode of public engagement 
whereby a weak or weakened group is interpellated as an object for 
public feelings that might otherwise be object-less or at least where the 
object(ive) of the feelings is elusive. As modern science accumulates the 
power to produce new objects, its emergent institutions inevitably 
become caught up with such modes of engagement particularly around 
questions of epistemology. In her powerful critique of modern science, 
Carolyn Merchant (2006) showed how the proto-scientific utopian 
imagination in the seventeenth century, as exemplified in the work of 
Francis Bacon, was permeated with the vocabulary and imagery of the 
(then contemporary) witch-hunt.8 The witch-hunt both secured and 
resourced the interconnected emergence of modern science and capital-
ism. Wicked’s twisting of the Wizard of Oz, in a way that pulls critical 
focus onto the witch-hunt as dystopian scenario, offers potential insight 
into the way modern science has historically positioned its publics.

Stengers (2011a, 375) has criticised the apparent need for modern 
science to eliminate other knowledge-making practices and associated 
this with the tendency for scientists to adopt ‘the role of guardians of an 
infantile public’. In the Wizard of Oz and Wicked, the wizard is inter-
posed as the figure of the ‘quack or swindler’ to whom the gullible public 
is likely to fall victim. At the start of the twentieth century in the Wizard 
of Oz he appears a fairly benign avuncular figure. A century later in 
Wicked, he still professes to be ‘One of your dime-a-dozen, Mediocrities’ 
who ‘got carried away’ in a musical number Wonderful that, with its rag-
time piano, musically evokes the Edwardian era (Holzman and Schwartz 
2006, 167). At the end of the number it becomes a duet with Elphaba, 
although she discovers the full extent of the wizard’s oppression of the 
Animals: a somewhat condensed analogy for the collapse of the progress 
narrative.9 The wizard sings, ‘The truth is not a thing of fact or reason / 
The truth is just what ev’ryone agrees on’ – a line written prior to the 
election of Trump and the popular debates about post-factuality. For 
Elphaba and Glinda, this is posed as problem rather than accepted con-
dition. For Elphaba this means that she will always be opposed to him.

The doubled figure of the witches Elphaba and Glinda is appropriate 
to exploration of (scientific) knowledge’s promises and the mixed up 
feelings generated by them. According to Stengers and Pignarre, the con-
temporary (neo-pagan) witch is a political figure who challenges the way 
modern science might rely on the disqualification of particular indigenous 
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or women’s knowledges. Its reference to the historical context discussed 
above also forces an examination of the complicity of certain scientific 
institutions with capitalist reason, or what they call Capitalist Sorcery in 
their book title. For them this move is pragmatic in challenging opposi-
tions between (rational) knowledge and its (superstitious) others includ-
ing easy oppositions between knowledge and belief: ‘the very naming of 
capitalism as sorcery transforms the relation with those “others” sup-
posed to be superstitious’ (Pignarre and Stengers 2011, 40). Similarly the 
reclamation of the figure of the witch is a creative political act intended to 
reanimate, or at least open up a space for, lost or disqualified knowledge.

If the promises of the patriarchal figure of the wizard, who in the 
musical turns out actually to be Elphaba’s father, are clearly a malign con, 
Glinda and Elphaba’s knowledge of witchcraft is also itself uncomfortable 
and poses a political dilemma within the dystopian context or indeed 
within the context of patriarchal modernity. In terms of speculative 
(object-oriented) political philosophy, this dilemma might be character-
ised in Graham Harman’s terms (2014, 3) as that of truth vs. power politics 
rather than that of left vs. right. Elphaba’s truth politics might refer to her 
whistle-blowing in the face of the wizard and Morrible’s manipulations 
or indeed to the US cultural trope of being true to oneself. It is not that 
Elphaba, even with her access to magic, has unmediated access to an 
underlying truth, but at moments she thinks she has and it is on this 
thought that she bases her actions. Glinda’s power politics emerge from 
her charm and popularity and an apparent lack of a need for any other 
ethical framework. As she sings in her defining number:

Celebrated heads of state or
‘specially great communicators
Did they have brains of knowledge?
Don’t make me laugh!
They were popular! Please-
It’s all about popular! (Holzman and Schwartz 2006, 152)

While remaining in sympathy with her friend, she takes on the role of 
Governor working with the wizard and organises the hunt for the exiled 
Elphaba. By the end of the show they both come to a greater understand-
ing of each other’s philosophies without being able to reconcile them. 
Despite her continuing revolutionary attitude, Elphaba acknowledges in 
song ‘I’m limited’ revising her earlier defiance of limitations including 
gravity (Holzman and Schwartz 2006, 175). In the same duet, Glinda reflects 
on her lack of access to magic – and the ability to search for truth – via 
the Grimmerie. All she knows and what they both agree on is that they 
have been changed by their relationships with each other. The similes in 
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their duet are object oriented. The real reference point for their subject- 
subject relations is in object-object relations and in that sense is unfath-
omable. This is not resignation – the promise of change is kept open and 
Glinda promises to learn. However, it is a recognition of limitations in 
the possibilities for reconciling contradictions between truth and power.

Glinda:   Elphaba:
Like a comet pulled from orbit Like a ship blown off its mooring
As it passes a sun  By a wind off the sea
Like a stream that meets a Like a seed dropped by
Boulder half-way  a bird in the wood.
Through the wood.

Both: Who can say if I’ve been changed for the better?
(Holzman and Schwartz 2006, 175)

Oz in Wicked is utopian (like Oz in the Wizard of Oz) in that it is a realm 
in which young women have agency through their acquisition of knowl-
edge and through access to power. Like the Wizard of Oz which has made 
a somewhat contested contribution to queer utopias, Wicked also seems to 
offer a kind of utopian performativity that extends well beyond the experi-
ence of the show in the ways that young women seem to use the songs, the 
story and the characters in developing their individual identities and rela-
tionships with their friends (Cavendish 2016; Dvoskin 2011; Wolf 2007). 
However, this is achieved within a dystopian environment, one in which 
regimes of progress and modernity seem to run counter to the women’s 
solidarity, friendship and self-realisation. Importantly also the exercise of 
power seems to be at the expense of nonhumans in the world. Elphaba’s 
resistance is triggered by her concern for the maltreatment of the goat 
professor and the lion cub. The ending and indeed the tone of the musical 
are bitter-sweet. Although Elphaba escapes and gets to be with her straw 
man Fiyero, it comes at a great cost: she loses Glinda who is not even aware 
that she is still alive. While Elphaba and Glinda display a certain resilience 
in surviving and there is a promise of a better future for Oz under Glinda’s 
government, Elphaba and Glinda can still not be together.

The power of the witch-hunt embodied in the ignorant on-stage public, 
easily manipulated and prone to scape-goating, still somehow holds sway. 
However, the musical does not position off-stage publics, i.e. the theatre 
audience, in this way. Wicked engages because it provides moments of 
joy and self-realisation at the same time as registering anxieties about 
truth, knowledge, power, solidarity and relationships with the nonhu-
man world. Glinda’s and Elphaba’s knowledge may be incompatible in 
some senses; however, they are bound together within a musical romance. 
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The doubled figure of the witches offers an object of attachment for young 
people to speculate about the possibilities of friendship within post-factual 
society. Similarly the musical also holds together but holds apart ways of 
knowing constituted by the book, the music and its cultural reference 
points. That storytelling conventions, such as the musical, exclude or leave 
out knowledge is accepted as necessary to the form and is often deeply 
understood by its audiences. The way Wicked holds together Glinda’s and 
Elphaba’s apparently contradictory rationalities, gestures towards a much 
wider political potential for modes of speculative theatricality.

Both Wicked and Urinetown turn back nostalgically to historical con-
texts and book musical conventions. They rely on their audiences’ reflex-
ive awareness of these moves for many of their affects and effects. It is 
this collective nostalgia, which as Baccolini has asserted is often regarded 
as conservative, that constitutes the audiences as publics within and beyond 
the theatres and sets up the mode of theatrical speculation. Baccolini 
(2011, 175) argues that it is the ‘combination of desire and estrangement 
and the presence of a slight suffering’ that can make nostalgia a resource 
within feminist critical dystopias. This combination resides here in the 
theatricality of the nostalgia – the doubleness (existence and non-existence) 
of the place that has been lost in the past. Both shows recognise this 
doubleness through the reverent and yet paradoxically satirical relation-
ship that both shows have to their form. It is also this relationship to their 
convention that resources their utopian performatives, in Dolan’s terms, 
such as the new orientations towards knowledge politics arrived at by the 
witches at the end of Wicked.

Falling headlong: vertigo aesthetics

The on-stage worlds of Wicked and Urinetown do not take place here and 
now even while, as I have shown, they clearly resource certain utopian 
impulses in their contemporary audiences. Wicked and Urinetown reflect 
speculative theatricality within the tradition of the commercial Broad-
way book musical. However, neither a complete fantastical shift in space 
or time, nor the book musical form is a necessary feature of the dysto-
pian performative or speculative theatricality more broadly. A dystopian 
brand of speculative theatricality can also be found in twenty-first-century 
British theatre. Merle Tönnies has argued that a number of twenty-first- 
century British plays – she focusses on work by Edward Bond and Mark 
Ravenhill – use but warp the form of the (classical) dystopia. She claims 

Simon Parry - 9781526150905
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:02:55AM

via free access



80 Science in performance 

that the significant departure from dystopian form articulates a sense of 
stasis or ‘immobility’ both in character onstage and audiences off. The 
apparent possibility for change is absented leaving behind what she calls 
a ‘haunting quality’ (2017, 169). In a similar vein, Dan Rebellato (2017) 
has remarked on an ‘anti-realist apocalyptic tone’ in British theatre at the 
end of the twentieth and start of the twenty-first century. He identifies 
the apocalyptic tone across British writers’ theatre including Sarah Kane, 
Caryl Churchill, Alistair Macdowell and Alice Birch. Rebellato comes to 
the idea of apocalypse through noting the repeated use of violent (bibli-
cally) apocalyptic imagery and ‘a hypertrophic escalation in the scale of 
violence represented’.

Along with both these scholars, I detect a somewhat elusive quality or 
tone that articulates a feeling of impending doom or chronic despair and 
characterises a particular form of science in performance. Rebellato refers 
to the anti-realism of his examples in representational terms, as for him, 
following Mark Fisher (2009), realism is redundant under neo-liberal capi-
talism. It is interesting that, in his use of the apocalypse rather than the 
dystopia as a formal reference point, he also seems to suggest they reach 
away from a modern or scientific worldview towards a quasi-religious reve-
latory imaginary to dislocate the contemporary feeling. Much of the work 
though articulates with the recognisable objects of speculation discussed 
in this chapter: climate change (e.g. Churchill’s Far Away (2003)) and the 
psychopharmacological revolution (e.g. Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis (2001)).

The London-based theatre company Headlong has a track record of 
dystopian visioning that is clearly influenced by the work that Tönnies 
and Rebellato discuss. They also occupy a similar position in UK theatre 
ecologies in London’s producing houses for new writing. However, the 
self-styled ‘company for the digital age’, founded in 2005, has developed 
a distinctive mode of speculative theatricality that resonates with the 
dystopian performatives of the musicals discussed above in articulating 
speculations about science’s objects and ambivalent public feelings 
(Headlong n.d.). In Headlong’s work the legacy of an earlier generation 
of writers such as Sarah Kane, memorably associated with ‘in yer face’ 
theatre (Sierz 2002), is detectable in bold staging and a rich sensory 
audience experience. However, Headlong’s generation of playwrights – 
all born around 1980, so starting their careers almost exactly at the 
millennium – that might include Mike Bartlett, Duncan Macmillan, Lucy 
Prebble and Ben Power also seem to be influenced by documentary or 
political theatre traditions. Headlong’s work in its first decade therefore 
was socio-politically engaged but without a clear ideological perspective. 
It attracted a popular audience and combined a somewhat dark view of 
contemporary society with a grasp of hedonistic popular culture.
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The company’s mode of speculative theatricality might have been 
set consciously or unconsciously by Rupert Goold’s first production as 
artistic director, which was an adaptation by Ben Power of Paradise Lost 
(2004/6).10 Headlong’s programming has subsequently included contem-
porary stagings of classic dystopias such as 1984 (2013) in an adaptation 
by Robert Icke and Duncan Macmillan and continued under Goold’s 
successor, Jeremy Herrin, with new plays such as The Nether (2014) by 
Jennifer Haley and People, Places and Things (2015) by Duncan Macmillan.11 
Headlong does not present itself as a theatre company that explicitly sets 
out to work between science and theatre. The company had a pre-Goold 
history of touring modern classics in its previous incarnation as the 
Oxford Stage Company. This heritage continued to be detectable in its 
programming under Goold and probably contributed to close collabora-
tion with the UK’s mainstream subsidised theatre establishment including 
London-based institutions like the National Theatre and regional pro-
ducing theatres. Its programming as Headlong combined new plays by 
emerging and mid-career writers and adaptations of classics. But all their 
work displayed a consistent concern with capturing a zeitgeist through 
an aesthetic under Rupert Goold – what I am calling their mode of 
speculative theatricality – that became something of a trademark.

A trailer for the company’s 2012–13 season, directed by Goold in his 
last full season as artistic director and entitled Falling Headlong, synthe-
sised the feeling of the five works of that season (The Effect, American 
Psycho, Boys, Chimerica and Medea). This trailer was originally released 
on the Facebook social media platform and at the time was regarded as a 
pioneering piece of marketing (Alberge 2012). It was specifically intended 
to attract younger audiences than the National Theatre’s average demo-
graphic. Set in an apparently vacated office space, individual characters 
from these pieces are pictured alone, lost, confused. There are images 
of objects, floating and falling in space, people rushing in slow motion 
down empty corridors, walls closing in. The backing track by James Blake 
repeats the verse ‘All that I know is I’m fallin’, fallin’, fallin’, fallin’ in an 
aching voice against an ethereally melancholic electronic soundscape. 
The music critic and theorist Mark Fisher wrote about listening to Blake’s 
musical trajectory as ‘like hearing a ghost gradually assume material 
form’ (Fisher 2013a). This ghost and the melancholic tone of Blake’s music 
reflect what Fisher calls a ‘secret sadness’ within twenty-first-century 
hedonistic (techno) culture. It is an apt soundtrack to Headlong’s season 
and much of their work under Goold and beyond.

A preoccupation of the company seemed to be this sense of vertigo, 
running or falling headlong unable to stop. This feeling is materialised in 
different ways within the often loosely realist – at least in terms of being 
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clearly located within a contemporary socio-historical setting – worlds 
of the plays. Technoscience is heavily implicated in this fall from grace. 
The failings or limitations of psychoactive medication, administered by 
ourselves or others, as a coping mechanism is thematised in Lucy Preb-
ble’s The Effect (2012) and Duncan Macmillan’s People, Places and Things 
(2016). The morally and politically destabilising effects of digital tech-
nologies provide the object of anxiety in The Nether (2015), the 2014 
digital installation Prism and their versions of 1984 (2013), Spring Awak-
ening (2014) and Pygmalion (2017).

Mike Bartlett’s play Earthquakes in London (2010) directed by Goold 
and designed by Miriam Buether engages with the scenario of impend-
ing ecological devastation that recurs throughout this chapter.12 It is 
largely set in a recognisably contemporary London but starts in 1969 and 
finishes in the year 2525. The 1969 song by Zager and Evans that plays at 
the start and end of the piece, asking whether humanity will last to 2525, 
sets up the premise for the play. The dystopian proposition of the play sees 
the (long) present since 1969 as the end of the future. The post-apocalyptic 
fantasy (set in 2525 or a contemporary hospital) at the end of the play 
perhaps presents a glimmer of a possible post-apocalyptic utopia to 
come, although this could in fact be the dying hallucinations of the cen-
tral character Freya who jumps or falls off Waterloo Bridge. Freya is one 
of three daughters of a now estranged climate scientist father Robert, 
whose youthful optimism and commitment to science and the planet in 
1969 is sold out in the 1970s to a multinational airline and by the present 
(of the play) has become an embittered fatalist.13 Robert is neither a 
Frankenstein directly responsible for the planet’s doom, nor a heroic fig-
ure that has not been listened to. He is rather a deeply flawed cynic whose 
views, that the tipping point has passed and that the earth will long out-
live humans whatever damage has been done, appear to echo those of the 
iconoclastic James Lovelock (Bottoms 2012). He coldly advises his preg-
nant daughter Freya not to have her baby.

This sense of doom-laden inevitability and disempowerment is reso-
nant with Urinetown and, in a similarly theatrical move, the apparently 
depressing conclusion of the play was mitigated in its original produc-
tion by its fast-paced, theatrically rich staging. In Buether’s design there 
was a catwalk stage that snaked through the auditorium, letterbox open-
ings at either end of the space and projections onto the walls. The pub-
lished script directs producers to stage the play with ‘as much set, props 
and costumes as possible’ (Bartlett 2010, 5). The impression though in 
Buether’s design was not so much of lots of stuff. Because of the narrow-
ness of the catwalk and the letterbox stages which featured flashback 
sequences in the action, it was easily crowded. Rather costumes and 
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props proliferate in ways that are both banal and magical. They rapidly 
appear and disappear, as in Marx and Engel’s articulation of the sorcer-
ous ways that capitalism constantly changes its means of production, ‘all 
that is solid melts into air’ (Marx and Engels 2015, 11). In one of the bold 
musical sequences, identikit, sinisterly glamorous, black-clad mothers in 
dark glasses (think gothic Audrey Hepburn) take their babies from their 
prams and throw them into the air – they disappear into black confetti. 
Scenes take place alongside and over the top of each other backed by a 
series of anthemic popular music tracks of the first decade of the twen-
ty-first century. There are moments where the choreography and the the-
atrical environment play with the precarity of the characters, flirting 
with apparently real risk for the actors. In a post-show discussion, Goold 
recounted an anecdote about an accident on press night when one of the 
actors fell down a trapdoor and got lost below the theatre trying to get 
back on stage.

In this scene in Act 4, Freya discharges herself from the hospital where 
she has been admitted in a desperate dilemma about her pregnancy 
brought on by the conversation with her father. She encounters an East-
ern European cleaner, Maryna, who in a mode of musical theatricality lip 
synchs to the Marina and the Diamonds (2009) track ‘I am not a robot’, 
a confession of vulnerability that Freya cannot seem to get anyone to 
hear. In a highly complex choreography, they dance through and with a 
series of characters that pass by on the narrow stage. A hospital porter 
pushes a woman in a wheelchair; patients on chairs pick them up and 
leave; commuters on mobile phones take the cleaner’s costume as she 
transforms into the Marina of the hit song in a tight pvc dress; a bike 
cycles through just before road-workers come up through a trapdoor; a 
thief is pursued by the police; Freya takes a picture of some lost tourists; 
a street performer poses in a silver lamé costume; a boy breakdances; an 
underground train passes with commuters strap-hanging; and Freya is 
lifted into air by the commuters (Figure 3.1).

The everyday experience of walking down the streets of Central Lon-
don is rendered mythic as technicolour pop video. Freya is buffeted 
bewildered, ultimately fatally for her and, one assumes as the earthquake 
of the title shakes the city, for much of the population of the country if 
not the planet. The audience in the Cottesloe performances at the 
National Theatre presumably came down these very streets on their way 
to the theatre but now get to sit amid the spectacle, at eye level for those 
in the stalls, as the commuters rush by oblivious to the coming apoca-
lypse.14 If the audiences of Urinetown are interpellated as (potential) 
co-producers and Wicked’s girl fans as friends of the witches, here we are 
spectators of our own doom, emancipated maybe, for all that it’s worth. 
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Here though the only possible utopian community is in the theatre 
where, for a moment (well nearly three hours), you get to pause and 
reflect on the headlong fall.

The sense of excess that is expressed literally through the profusion of 
theatrical resources devoted to staging Earthquakes in London is stripped 
back significantly in Lucy Prebble’s The Effect staged two years later in 
the same theatre. Here the five-act epic with a crowd of characters is 
shrunk to a tighter structure involving two pairs of actors: two women 
and two men playing two clinical scientists and two patients. The play 
follows a clinical trial of a new anti-depressant. Connie and Tristan, 
played in the original production by charismatic duo Billie Piper and 
Jonjo O’Neill, are young adult volunteers testing the drug under the 
supervision of Dr Lorna James and Dr Toby Sealey. The audience sits on 
four sides and are witness to an experiment that goes badly wrong due to 
the manipulations of both patients and doctors. As they are given pro-
gressively bigger doses Connie and Tristan start to experience symptoms 
of heightened sensation:

Connie: I’ve never felt this alert before.

…

Tristan: I feel. Full. I feel almost… holy. Like life is paying attention to me. 
(Prebble 2012, 52–3)

Figure 3.1 Earthquakes in London
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The Effect’s scenario, in its representation of apparently contemporary 
scientific practices with no time-shift or obviously fantastical displace-
ment of the action, is less obviously dystopian than the other examples in 
this chapter. Perhaps for this reason, it has been the subject of more 
extensive plausibility testing within (scientifically or clinically) expert 
reviews of the play (Boyce 2012; Zuger 2016). Its proposition for Connie 
and Tristan, that might be read as dystopian, is that falling in love may 
lose its meaning because neither can determine if the feeling is real or the 
effect of a psychoactive molecule in the drugs they have been given; or 
because real love or happiness just is the effect of a psychoactive mole-
cule. At the end of the play, having suffered a near fatal overdose, Tristan 
has serious amnesia and is a shadow of the wittily charming character at 
the start. The doctor, Lorna James, who it emerges has long suffered from 
depression and refused to take medication, is stuck in bed, her body 
unable to cope with her sense of blame for the calamitous ending of the 
drug trial: ‘I don’t have enough skin’ she says (Prebble 2012, 98).

The position here is not in the arguably utopian traditions of critical or 
anti-psychiatry that are less ambiguous in their criticism of the psycho-
pharmacological revolution and dominance of drug treatments (and Big 
Pharma) in the treatment of mental distress. Such ideas are voiced in the 
play notably by Lorna, but they are juxtaposed with apparently contradic-
tory plot features and the contrasting perspectives of other characters. In 
a long argument between her and Toby which stages starkly opposing 
positions in contemporary debates about mental illness, she snaps at him, 
‘there’s no real evidence for the efficacy of anti-depressants’, but in one of 
the last actions of the play, Lorna takes her medication (Prebble 2012, 79). 
At the same time, Toby’s biologistic position that reduces feelings of 
despair to brain chemistry, what Raymond Tallis has called ‘neuromania’ 
(2014), and uncritical belief in the potential of science and industry to 
cure depression, is not presented sympathetically. Rather, the dystopian 
scenario suggested here is the reductive pessimism of both positions: the 
sense of invidious alternatives. Biological determinism, in the form of 
Toby’s biomedical model, does not offer a way out of the impasse any 
more than the medical or romantic humanisms articulated by Lorna and 
Tristan. It is not original as such to delineate this predicament, although 
Lucy Prebble does this elegantly. It is interesting in this production though 
how Prebble’s careful intellectual positioning meets the bold affective 
technicolour of the Buether and Goold Headlong style and particularly 
the way that, as with Earthquakes in London, non-discursive elements 
of the staging generate the mixed up feelings and sense of vertigo.

Histories of the condition of vertigo bring together motion sickness, 
fear of heights and dizziness (Huppert and Brandt 2018). It is somehow 
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more immediate and of the body than the creeping sense of dread artic-
ulated by the dystopian form. This is a central metaphor in Earthquakes 
in London. Freya is dizzied by the speed of life all around her and over-
whelmed by the prospect of giving birth to a child with the imminent 
prospect of ecological devastation. She staggers through London buffeted 
by social, cultural, economic and natural forces. At the end she is left 
wobbling on the edge of Waterloo Bridge. In The Effect Lorna is trapped 
in bed in a loss of self but spinning in place. In a speech brought on by 
Tristan’s collapse while under her care, Lorna echoes a lecture about the 
brain given earlier in the play by Toby.15 Whereas his speech was a witty 
conference lecture about why he became a clinical neuroscientist, Lorna’s 
starts in the same vein but descends in clipped sentences into a dizzying 
soliloquy of self-loathing. As she spots each of the neurons firing, in the 
popular scientific metaphor, she is overwhelmed by dysphoria. ‘Why can’t 
you stop? Where are you? Where are you?’ she pleads as she pulls the 
brain apart and prefigures her own collapse (Prebble 2012, 89).

The sense of life speeding up is widely remarked on within Western 
societies, while containing a number of sociological paradoxes and 
political ambiguities. The faster technologies appear promising to save 
time, the more time seems to speed up. Both left and right politics 
contain progressive and conservative ideological elements as well as 
arguments for speeding up or slowing down.16 The immobility within 
dystopian drama observed by Tönnies in Headlong’s work seems to be 
articulated with a frenzied high pace. Headlong’s speculative theatrical-
ity across both these and other productions is a deliberate rejection of 
what Goold has called ‘feel-good’ drama (Alberge 2012). At the same 
time, it reflects the paradoxical experience of feeling bad in the midst of 
apparently hedonic excess, relative prosperity (for their mostly middle- 
class audiences), and within a popular culture that is often euphoric. 
The productions are exuberant, colourful and, although not site-specific, 
have an immersive quality. This quality is partly due to Buether’s designs 
which place the audience within the set in both these productions. It is 
also significantly a consequence of the music, which in different ways 
goes a long way to generating the atmosphere of both pieces discussed 
here.

In Earthquakes in London, as I have already remarked, the original 
production relied on a series of popular, if slightly alternative, anthemic 
pop-rock songs which generate the dizzy, spinning feeling of vertigo and 
function theatrically almost like the numbers of the book musicals 
discussed earlier in the chapter. In The Effect the somewhat stranger, 
more haunting or eerie, feelings were created by Sarah Angliss’s original 
electro-acoustic composition. Surprisingly, most reviewers fail to remark 
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on this feature of the production, perhaps because they are falling over 
themselves to read the play as scientific debate. Quentin Letts (2012) 
writing in the Daily Mail derided it as an ‘ambient hum, of the sort that 
wants you to think “hey man, high-tech”’. This is rather rudely dismissive 
of a complex soundscape that runs throughout the piece. However, it 
does reflect the sense that certain of its sonic features pervade and refer-
ence a cultural experience associated with science and technology to the 
point that they can be read as cliché.

Angliss intends the music to generate a sense of discomfort or the 
uncanny. This is partly created through found sounds associated with 
biomedical technologies. The processed samples include: ‘scraped metal, 
struck glass vessels, shaken pill boxes… sonified EEG data… and pro-
cessed field recordings from the inside of an MRI scanner’ (Angliss n.d.). 
Angliss processes these sounds into a score that is between musical 
composition and sound effects using software (Max/MSP patches) that 
combine random generation of effects with compositional functions 
such as repitching and repetition. Playing Truant, for instance, features 
bubbling electronic notes that seem to repeat but according to a pattern 
that is hard to make out. Over the top of the bubbling notes is a soaring 
whine that cuts through or breaks out beyond melody or rhythm. Angliss 
has referred to it as ‘a certain coldness’ (2018, 322). The score has coher-
ence because of the way Angliss’s approach developed fragments of 
sound that had a ‘family resemblance’ to each another. The family resem-
blance reaches out to a wider cultural soundscape familiar within Holly-
wood and arthouse science fiction films such as Cliff Martinez’s score 
for the 2002 remake of Solaris or, further back, the original 1972 score 
by Artemyev or Louis and Bebe Barron’s work on Forbidden Planet (1956). 
Angliss’s approach responds to both the practical context of making the-
atre where music needs to be rapidly modified and adapted in rehearsal, 
and the context of the clinical setting through the found sounds. Her 
algorithmic composition, not strictly a score, constitutes the attempt to 
remove or distance the piece from instrumental music and the obvious 
interventions of a human musician (Angliss 2018).

More extraordinarily at the National Theatre production Angliss went 
further in weaving into the audio ‘a deep, pure infrasonic note’ (Angliss 
n.d.). Infrasound, at below 20 Hz, is below the frequency that humans 
can hear. Angliss refers to it as between music and sound effect: ‘extreme 
bass sound that’s on the cusp of perception’. Some extremely large organs 
are built with a pipe that produces (inaudible) infrasound supposed to 
generate a feeling of ‘awe’ (Holden and Bhattacharjee 2003). Infrasound 
has often been associated with or even offered as an explanation for the 
experience of the ghostly. In the musicals discussed above, the music 
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offers an alternative or counter-point logic or rationality to that of the 
narrative. Here it goes further in attempting to delineate the edges of 
understanding and perception.

Angliss’s sense of something missing from the music, the sense of its 
coldness, is an embodiment of the debate at the centre of dialogues 
between the characters in the play. Both pairs of characters wrangle over 
the place of mystery in their worldviews. Toby accuses Lorna of trying to 
hang on to it, equating mystery with mystification. Connie professes to 
be at ease with herself as purely physical: ‘we are our bodies, our bodies 
are us… there’s not something more’. Tristan wonders at Connie’s capac-
ity to live without mystery and regards her scientific materialism as ‘a cold 
way of looking at a person’ (Prebble 2012, 34). On one level, the dialogue 
coherently articulates different philosophical positions on conscious-
ness. However, the theatricality of the speculation also registers the ‘cold’, 
eerie feeling we get when we cannot find a comfortable or comforting 
way through these positions. Coming to terms with this discomfort, with 
the edges of understanding, seems at least as important to me as having 
the dialogue, particularly because, as the reviewers seem to have, it is so 
often dismissed or taken for granted.

Why is scientific materialism felt as cold? In so far as life is felt as warm, 
then perhaps it is felt as erasing life, or finitude, as such. Humanism 
responds to this by asserting the particularity of the human experience. 
Tristan’s sunny (warm) humanism is propped up by some kind of loosely 
referred to religious belief. To a certain extent, the apocalyptic dimen-
sion of Earthquakes in London also offers a similar promise. An apoca-
lyptic scenario is both crisis and revelation. The apocalyptic form is 
established by an animated film prologue to Act 5 which moves the 
action to 2525 post apocalypse and looks back to the time of the first four 
acts in a quasi-biblical tone. The narrator tells of a ‘new enlightenment’ 
brought to the world by a girl called Solomon (Bartlett 2010, 138). Act 5 
has a double temporality in which the action proceeds in the (present) 
time of the rest of the play, interleaved with scenes featuring Freya in the 
future. Solomon (or Sullivan) turns out to be Emily, Freya’s daughter, 
who at the end of the play plans to walk biblically barefoot from the 
countryside to give a speech on Waterloo Bridge, the very spot where 
Freya fell. It is not clear though whether this happens after the play or 
indeed only in Freya’s dying imagination. There are really two ends to the 
story. There is a cold material one in which Freya just dies: it is the last 
action of the play. However, in the parallel future time, we are offered a 
more speculative alternative in which we see her woken up from some 
cryogenically preserved state in 2525 by her mother Grace. Grace explains 
where and when she is:
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When you fell in the river, Freya, you hit your head… when that happens, 
people become unable to see a distinction between their own particles and 
those around them… They can understand instinctively that we are all just 
different recycled pieces of a larger, older creature. (Bartlett 2010, 153–4)

Vital materialists put a sunny spin on the discomfort of materialism and 
recognition of the Anthropocene by according life to everything in a sec-
ular re-enchantment of the planet (Bennett 2001). In Earthquakes in 
London, this appears to be both offered by the speculative ending but 
ambiguously also withdrawn in Freya’s more prosaic death. In The Effect, 
Connie follows her physicalist recognition of the human as just body 
with an aesthetic defence of the position: ‘That’s enough. It’s like, the 
world is incredible and beautiful, even though we know there’s no god 
behind it. It’s even more amazing for that’ (Prebble 2012, 34). This 
response reconciles the acceptance of a scientific materialist view of the 
universe with feelings of awe, amazement and wonder. It is perhaps a 
kind of vital materialist sublime that brings together the possibility of 
aesthetic experience that does not seem to rely on belief, superstition or 
mysticism. It is, in Rayner’s terms, perhaps a ‘clumsy solution’ that brings 
art and science together as ways of knowing. However, what this response 
fails to register is the profound sense of discomfort caused by ‘wicked 
problems’ such as anthropogenic climate change or consciousness. In the 
theatre, it is not necessary to decide between the effects of drugs, the 
effects of love, sound effects and ghosts. For a while it is possible to sus-
pend choices between invidious alternatives.

Uncomfortable knowledge perhaps cannot be articulated in (even 
vital) materialist terms alone. As a number of scholars from different 
perspectives have pointed out (Fisher 2016; Tallis 2014), materialism 
often comes up as deficient in accounting for experience. The ambiguity 
of Earthquakes in London’s ending testifies to the insecurity of any reve-
latory resolution. By the end of The Effect, none of the characters is prop-
erly sustained by materialist accounts either. In Mark Fisher’s work on 
the weird and the eerie in popular culture, he puts it like this:

The condition of materialists… is of knowing that all subjectivity is reduc-
ible to matter, that no subjectivity can survive the death of the body, but of 
nevertheless being unable to experience oneself as mere matter. Once the 
body is recognised as the substrate-precondition of experience, then one is 
immediately compelled to accept this phenomenological dualism, precisely 
because experience and its substrate can be separated. There are ghosts in 
the machine, and we are they, and they are we. (Fisher 2016, 109)

The feeling of the ghost in the machine, experienced by Dorothy from 
The Wizard of Oz in the twentieth century and by most of the characters 
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discussed in this chapter, is the feeling of science in performance. It is 
eerie. It is uncomfortable. It is a feeling of vertigo. It is the feeling of 
incompleteness of the materialist account that often emerges when sci-
ence begins to tackle new problems such as consciousness. In articulating 
this feeling, speculative theatricality holds together materialist accounts 
of experience with their immaterial counterpoints: magic, mysticism, 
mystery, metaphysics.

For Mark Fisher (2016, 83), the eerie is frequently manifested in films 
and novels as a sense of the human as alien. By the end of The Effect, 
Lorna and Tristan experience their bodies as strange and alien. As a 
result of his amnesia, Tristan is a bundle of affects that he cannot inter-
pret: ‘My balls ache… I’m scared… I’m hot… I feel sick… It hurts’ (Preb-
ble 2012, 93–4). As the play goes on, it becomes harder to make sense of 
any of the feelings from earlier in the story either. Tristan and Connie fall 
for each other in the first half of the play in a heady rush of flirtation, 
tap-dance and gymnastic tricks that rapidly become arousal and sex. The 
second half destabilises the characters’ and potentially the audience’s 
understanding of what the apparently familiar theatrical love-making 
actually means. By the end even the most committed materialists on 
stage are having their doubts even if they are sublimated onto reflections 
about the environment: ‘Toby: It’s crazy weather today. Can’t decide any-
thing’ (Prebble 2012, 97).

Speculative theatricality constitutes feelings such as vertigo or the eerie 
within specific sets of collectively observed conventions. The use of infra-
sound by Sarah Angliss, who has an extensive track record of experi-
mental creative work between art, science and technology, is a particularly 
interesting use of a little understood theatrical technology to register the 
limitations of understanding. It is appealing as it seems to push beyond 
more established conventions such as dystopian or apocalyptic forms 
or indeed the doubled trajectory of the book musical. Perhaps this is its 
limitation too though, in that it is not theatrical enough. In its innovative 
form it becomes rather too hard to read at all as theatrical and just melts 
into our experience of the ‘ambient hum’ of the world, as Letts put it. 
What can perhaps go missing is what Mark Fisher elsewhere (2013b) 
identified as the ‘crackle’ in recorded music. We need to be able to locate 
strange feelings of uncomfortable knowledge within an experience of 
temporal disjuncture. Theatricality provides a range of resources for locat-
ing strange feelings in its situated and dynamic conventions. These may 
rest in the possibilities for time-travel through dramaturgy or the use of 
different media, by conventions that articulate contradictory or ambiva-
lent affects and for contrasting feelings on stage with feelings in the audi-
ence. In part, these possibilities may emerge from the apparent potential 
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for sensory contradictions and ambiguities implicit in an audience con-
stituted by their capacity to hear, while sitting in the theatre, a place for 
seeing. Such sensory and epistemological confusion, perhaps compounded 
by the notion of speculative theatricality, is at the heart of its potential for 
knowledge repair. Science in performance offers the possibility to suspend 
making choices between invidious alternatives in response to uncom-
fortable knowledge through speculating from a position that is out of 
time and out of place.

Notes

 1 Pignarre and Stengers are challenging the equation of rationality as such 
with reason under particular hegemonic conditions. This resonates with 
Mark Fisher’s critique of ‘Capitalist Realism’ that articulates the sense in 
which there appears to be ‘no alternative’ (2009). Their argument could also 
be usefully articulated with feminist critiques of hegemonic reason within 
political communication, such as that by Iris Young (2002), Laclau’s (2018) 
notion of ‘populist reason’ and Mbembe’s (2017) ‘black reason’.

 2 Steve Bottoms (2012) discusses the ways that a series of British plays 
engaged with climate change 2009–11, particularly in their representation 
of climate scientists generally but also examining how they drew inspiration 
from particular scientists and political narratives. He reflects on how they 
somewhat expanded the cultural forms through which debates about cli-
mate science were being conducted. My argument in this chapter is intended 
to build on this work and indeed on that of Lavery and Finburgh who in 
their edited collection (2015) make an argument for the consideration of a 
much wider array of plays, notably 1950s absurdist drama, in relation to 
ecological politics.

 3 As my colleague Kate Dorney wittily pointed out to me, it is a scientific musi-
cal that shows its methods thereby contributing to the public understanding 
of musicals.

 4 Antecedents to Baum’s work might be seen in the German fairy tale Snow 
White via Grimm’s 1812 version or Lewis Carroll’s 1865 novel Alice’s Adven-
tures in Wonderland.

 5 Elphaba seems to be a playfully loose abbreviation of L. Frank Baum the 
author of The Wizard of Oz.

 6 The scientist as over-reaching is often discussed as a central feature of sci-
ence on stage for instance by Roslynn Haynes (2003) and Kirsten Shepherd- 
Barr (2006).

 7 A paradigmatic example of the former may be Frankenstein in novel or the-
atrical form. Brecht’s The Life of Galileo is often read in the (Marxist) political 
terms of the latter account although can be staged as a moral dilemma for the 
scientist.

 8 The idea in the Wizard of Oz and Wicked that witches can be ‘melted’ by water 
seems to obliquely refer to the water tortures used in historical witch-hunts.
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 9 The story of the persecution of the Animals, particularly Doctor Dillamond, 
in Wicked can be read as an allegory of the persecution of Jewish scientists 
and so-called ‘Jewish Physics’ in Nazi Germany. The treatment of the Animals 
also brings to mind debates about biomedical ethics and the condemnation 
of eugenic research by scientists in Nazi Germany and elsewhere.

10 This was clearly articulating a zeitgeist as, despite Milton’s poem not having 
been staged since 1667, two productions (including Goold’s and one directed 
by David Farr at the Bristol Old Vic) opened on the same day in 2004. Goold 
revived his Northampton production for his first production when taking 
over the Oxford Stage Company and renaming it Headlong. Phillip Pullman’s 
His Dark Materials trilogy was staged by the National Theatre in 2003–4 and 
also makes extensive allusion to Milton’s work.

11 Headlong’s production of The Nether was a UK premiere of a US play first 
performed in Los Angeles in 2013.

12 The designer Miriam Buether developed a track record in dystopian visions 
including a set that disappeared and rotated through 90 degrees, one incor-
porating a travellator and another where the actors were imprisoned in a 
glass box (Jays 2017).

13 Here you may detect a nod to King Lear that reflects Headlong’s envisioning 
of the contemporary moment through classic narratives.

14 The Cottesloe was refurbished and renamed as the Dorfman theatre in 2014.
15 Delivered with a brain produced from a bucket, both speeches seem to echo 

Hamlet’s soliloquy to/with Yorick.
16 See, for instance, Judy Wajcman’s work on the time-pressure paradox (2014) 

and Benjamin Noys’ critique of political accelerationism (2014).
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