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On the other hand, an excess of this element can lead to disper-
sion of what is really needed.

Seeing and the Fire Element

The third sense is sight, which is related to fire. Besides the obvi-
ous association – the eye absorbs the light of the fire – it is inter-
esting to recognise that sight is linked to shape and beauty but 
not to space, the essential element of architecture, which can be 
truly understood through hearing alone. Geometrically, fire re-
fers to the centre of a circle, which represents, in its African origin, 
a space for the community dances, festivals, etc. In this circle 
everyone is an actor and a spectator, while the centre is some-
thing sacred that unites them (the fire, the tree, etc.). What 
unites us is called “Universal Consciousness” in India, “Humanity” 

Figure 6. Performance at the temple of Apollo at Didyma.  
Course trip ETSAM in 2015
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in the West and “Ubuntu” in Africa, which means “I am because 
we are”.

In the picture of Figure 7, African children make a fun perfor-
mance with the soles of their feet, which symbolises the union of 
individuals that generate the circle of the community. They re-
mind us that to be able to evolve one must collaborate and not 
only compete. In the West, the organisation is different: the actor 
and the spectator are separated through the formation of lines. 
These are not connected with the action of the teacher, priest, 
musician, etc., and the sacred centre, which unites us, has lost its 
place. Nowadays, vision is regarded as the most important sense 
and its role is strengthened by the incessant production of imag-
es. This image of the children is very powerful, but it is nothing 
like the experience of being there, creating the circle with them.

We created a different circle with the students in Epidaurus 
in 2014 (Figure 8). That geometry allows visual and acoustic 
equality of each spectator with respect to the centre. Although 
the actors are located in the centre, they are not the protagonists 
but, rather, the protagonist is the play being performed. The phi-

Figure 7. African children’s performance
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losopher Peter Sloterdijk says about the dominance of vision: 
“The enigma of the eyes is that not only can they see, but they are 
also able to see themselves by seeing. This gives them a promi-
nent place among the cognitive organs of the body. The art of the 
eye has certainly produced imposing and suggestive structures, 
but it has not facilitated human rootedness in the world”.7 

Regarding the subtle element proposed by the Samkhya phi-
losophy, the fire element related to vision is linked not only to the 
physical clarity/darkness of an environment, but also to the clar-
ity/darkness of the mind and emotions. Therefore, this element 
and this sense are related to the intelligence/stupidity which 
there is in the human being.

7. Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason (Minneapolis: Minnesota Uni-
versity Press, 1988) as quoted in Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes. The Denigration of Vi-
sion in Twentieth Century French Thought (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1994), 27.

Figure 8. Performance in Epidaurus. 2014. © María José Martínez
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Taste and the Water Element

The fourth sense in the table is taste and is related to the element 
of water. This sense is the most difficult to connect directly with 
architecture, for you are not able to taste the walls, but the con-
nection with the element of water can help us understand this 
sense. As the writer Deepak Choppra says: “A long time ago, we 
lived in that primordial ocean, one day we came out of it and 
brought it with us. Seventy per cent of our body is made up of 
that ocean, it has the same components and is subject to the 
same cycles, like the rhythms of the tides”.8 If we remember the 
mythical Malaparte House, it rises and spreads horizontally over 
the ocean towards the end of the earth, where sea and sky, water 
and air meet.

Both in the Malaparte House and in the Alhambra, it is difficult 
to obtain permission to produce a performance. When we stage a 
performance, to understand the essence of these masterpieces, we 
will have to see how to connect the water in our body with the wa-
ter outside. The sense of taste can help, because, when there is a 
deficiency of water in the body, there is a loss of this sense; in fact, 
without water there is no taste. In the Alhambra, with the under-
standing of gravity alone, without mechanisms, water is brought 
from the Sierra Nevada, 40 km away, to a fountain, whose height 
remains always the same. Everything in the Alhambra exists 
through the presence, vitality and fluidity of water, and the mental 
separation of human life and nature disappears.

But how to experience water without drinking it, touching it 
or being covered by it? We made a performance with the stu-
dents at the Dun Aengus fort in the Aran Islands in 2016 (Figure 
9), trying to experience the boundary that separates land and 
water. We glued our bodies together and our heads hang out in 
the emptiness of a 100-metre-high cliff. Apart from feeling verti-
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go, the perception of this magical place, where the earth seems 
to end facing the Atlantic Ocean, moved us and we connected 
with those who lived there for hundreds of years, enclosed in a 
small space, thanking life for surviving each day. The connection 
with the element of water would facilitate the close co-existence 
of the inhabitants over decades, since it enhances the sweetness 
of the human being, as seen in the subtle element section of the 
Samkhya philosophy table.

Smell and the Earth Element

The last sense is smell, which is related to the element of earth. 
It is interesting to note that the subtle element corresponding to 
them is trust and reliability, which may be the reason why our 
nose orifices point towards the earth and why animals smell the 
earth to secure their safety. In contrast with taste, our nose is im-
portant to understand space as it can smell the materials and all 

Figure 9. Performance with students at Dun Aengus fort.  
Course trip in 2016. © Ángel Alonso Ortiz 
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the activities that have happened and are happening at the mo-
ment. There is architecture that has the smell of earth, such as 
the dolmen, a sacred burial space hollowed underground in a 
continuity of hills. The dolmen can be seen as a cave built with 
large stones charged with the earth that compresses them for a 
long time.

The connection with the element of earth in the Parthenon in 
Athens is very exciting. The column of stone, which in reality is 
made of many drums on top of each other, gives the impression 
that it is one single piece due to the minimal joint where not even 
a fingernail can fit. If it had been possible to carve the entire tem-
ple out of one single piece of rock, they would have done it. Be-
cause of this continuity, the Parthenon makes us aware of gravity 
and connects us to the mother rock through our roots. As Pallas-
maa clearly states, “the sense of gravity is the essence of all archi-
tectural structures and great architecture makes us aware of 
gravity and earth”.8

8. Pallasmaa, Los ojos de la piel, 67.

 Figure 10. Performance with students at Paestum.  
Course trip to Napoli in 2017. © Ángel Alonso Ortiz 
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Accordingly, in 2017, we staged a performance at the temple 
of Jupiter in Paestum (Figure10) to experience not only the rela-
tion between a human being and a column, sharing the connec-
tion with earth and gravity, but also how the sequence of col-
umns may be comparable to human beings in the community. 
The Danish architect Ramussen writes, in his book Experiencing 
Architecture: “In classical architecture, for example, we speak of 
supporting and supported members. Many people, it is true, do 
not associate anything particular with this. But others get the 
impression of a heavy load weighing on the column, just like a 
human being”.9

Conclusion

As we have seen throughout this essay, action through perfor-
mance in architecture can lead to the development of conscious-
ness through the experience of space, which in this study has 
been understood through the relation of the five senses and the 
five elements, according to the teaching of the Samkhya philos-
ophy. It seems quite likely that the consciousness of the human 
being emerges from the body and how it relates to the surround-
ing space. In this sense, the Spanish architect Asis Cabrero writes: 
“It is through the representation of the outline of his hand that 
the human being learned to draw animals through the line that 

9. Steen Elier Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1959), 37.

11 Francisco de Asís Cabrero, Los cuatro libros de la Arquitectura, I (The Four 
Books of Architecture), (Madrid: COAM, 1992), 92.

12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Film and the New Psychology”, in Sense and 
Non-Sense, ed. Christopher Kul-Want (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2019), 103.
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limits their bodies with space”.11 That reminds us of those prehis-
toric hands, which were made by placing them on the wall and 
blowing animal blood through a cane (Figure11). 

Although we have analysed the senses separately, we know 
that they are all connected in a whole. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
writes, “my perception is [therefore] not a sum of visual, tactile 
and audible givens: I perceive in a total way with my whole being: 
I grasp a unique structure of the thing, a unique way of being, 
which speaks to all my senses at once”.12 The connection of all 
senses opens the way for another understanding of architecture. 
For example, if you stand as if you were the Pharaoh, in front of 
the rising façade of the Pyramid of Cheops, and see the sunrise 

 Figure 11. Representation of the prehistoric hands  
with texts by Asís Cabrero. © Author’s drawing
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over the golden pyramid that crowned it and the energy that 
comes to the sense of touch through the density of the 2.5 million 
blocks of stone, you experience that this is a daily source of ener-
gy for the Pharaoh, not his burial place, even if the official line has 
taken the latter story for granted.
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When Jan Despo Met Jazz: The Athens  
Conservatory and the Athens Festival
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ABSTRACT

The Athens Festival, established in 1955, used for decades the 
spaces of the Odeon of Herodes Atticus in Athens and the Ancient 
theatre of Epidaurus as its performance venues. This selection of 
venues was long tied with the presentation of specific music gen-
res and the exclusion of others, especially jazz. Since 2016 impor-
tant changes to the performance spaces of the Athens Festival 
have taken place. Eventually, in 2018, the Aqua Jazz Festival took 
place at the Athens Conservatory, a building designed by the ar-
chitect Ioannis Despotopoulos. It was the first time that the “fes-
tival in a festival” model was realised during the Athens Festival 
and Despotopoulos’ building was used for a jazz festival. Drawing 
from ethnographic work at the Aqua Jazz Festival and jazz perfor-
mances in various spaces in the city of Athens throughout the 
year, I will describe the course of the space regeneration of the 
Athens Festival along with the establishment of the Athens Con-
servatory as a cultural centre and community in the way in which 
its creator, Despotopoulos, visualised it. Next, I will discuss the 
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process of the encounter of the Athens Conservatory spaces with 
a cultural performance, the Athens Festival. This discussion will 
establish the idea that a music festival performance is not 
ephemeral but is evolving and growing throughout the year(s) 
based also on the uses of space. Eventually, I will deconstruct the 
“festival in a festival” phenomenon, the incorporation of a cultur-
al performance in another one, as an exquisite and composite 
structure of performances deriving from the life of a specific mu-
sic community.

Keywords: space, music, cultural performance, Athens Conserva-
tory, Athens Festival

Introduction

Ioannis Despotopoulos, the architect known as Jan Despo, left 
Chios and Athens to move to Weimar, then Dessau and Berlin, 
subsequently travelling between Greece, Germany and Sweden.1 
He was a composite personality who, strongly connected with the 
Bauhaus movement, contemplated and acted more like a cosmo-
politan with the need to envision and create. Apart from the ties 
with the movement and the hegemonic figure of its first leader, 
Walter Gropius, who sometimes overshadowed other members, 
Despotopoulos never exhibited the urge to act as a Bauhaus rep-
resentative but mostly as an ideologist influenced by the move-

1. This text is one of the results of postdoctoral research on space music and 
festivals before, during and after the Covid era that was carried out at the Visual, 
Audiovisual and Electronic Applications Lab of the Department of Architecture 
(Democritus University of Thrace, Greece), under the supervision of Professor 
Polyxeni Mantzou. All English translations from works originally in Greek are 
mine.
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ment’s social orientations after World War I. Despotopoulos’ 
ideas and work evolved just like the movement, with an urge to 
reshape the world.2 In contemporary Greece, Despotopoulos is 
widely known as the architect of the Athens Conservatory though 
his work includes hospitals, churches, schools, houses, agoras, 
sanatoria and other types of buildings in Greece, especially in his 
homeland, the island of Chios, and abroad. In the last decade, the 
Athens Conservatory formed a powerful identity as a cultural 
centre and not only a conservatory for studying music. One of the 
highlights of this formation process was the incorporation of its 
performance spaces into the Athens Festival.

The Athens Cultural Centre

In 1959, Despotopoulos won the competition for designing the 
Athens Cultural Centre. As a result, he returned to Greece from 
Sweden and regained, from 1961 to 1968, his previous academic 
position at the School of Architecture at the National Technical 
University of Athens. It was the period that Despotopoulos pub-
lished his seminal work The Ideological Structure of Cities, emerg-
ing from and following his previous work “The Settlement. The 
Productive City-Community”.3 Designed in 1959 and built almost 

2. William Smock, The Bauhaus Ideal Then and Now: An Illustrated Guide to 
Modern Design (Chicago: Academy Chicago Publisher, 2004), vii.

3. See Ιoannis Despotopoulos, Η ιδεολογική δομή των πόλεων (The Ideological 
Structure of Cities), trans. K. Serraos, ed. K. Theologou (Athens: National Techni-
cal University of Athens, 1997), and “Ο οικισμός. Η παραγωγική Πόλη-Κοινότητα” 
(“The Settlement. The Productive City-Community”), (Athens: National Techni-
cal University of Athens, 1944), unpublished typed text in the Archives of Mod-
ern Greek Architecture at the Benaki Museum - I. Despotopoulos Archive 
(ΑΝΑ_50). The information about this text is based on the thesis of Vasiliki Di-
ma, “Οργανική πόλη και καθολικό πνεύμα: Διδασκαλία και έργο του Ιωάννη 
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a decade later (1970-1973), Despotopoulos’ Cultural Centre aimed 
to launch a breakthrough public space in Athens, a centre con-
taining a school of music (today’s Conservatory), a hall for confer-
ences, music and ballet performances, an open-air theatre, a 
national gallery, a national theatre, a Byzantine Museum, a mu-
seum complex, a national scientific foundation, a cultural foun-
dation, a library, a square and an exhibition hall. But the only part 
eventually constructed and partially left unfinished was the Ath-
ens Conservatory. Its position, in parallel with one of the main 
streets of Athens, Vassileos Konstantinou Street, established it as 
one of his well-known works. The architectural archives at the 
Benaki Museum reveal about 2.500 sketches and models for the 
Athens Cultural Centre, featuring the ritual of shaping every unit 
of it. Despotopoulos worked on them again and again, assem-
bling on paper his vision, a process that lasted twenty years.

Despotopoulos maintains, in his 1962 text for the Cultural Cen-
tre of Athens, that contemporary urban planning recomposes the 
city centres as symbols of the social life’s intensity. He writes about 
his intention to create an internal environment for the Cultural 
Centre of Athens, an internal world, not only an external one.4 Hel-
en Fessas-Emmanouil emphasises that Despotopoulos was very 
much looking forward to the life that would enliven his work, not 
only its relation to the city.5 The Athens Conservatory was the only 
building that came to life but was left unfinished, using only half 

Δεσποτόπουλου” (“Organic City and Universal Spirit: Teaching and the Work of 
Ioannis Despotopoulos”), PhD thesis, School of Architecture, National Technical 
University of Athens, 2015. 

4. Ιoannis Despotopoulos, “Το πνευματικό κέντρο της Αθήνας” (“The Athens 
Cultural Center”), in Nees Morfes January-February (1962): 6-10.

5. Eleni Fessa-Emmanouil, “Ουτοπία και πραγματικότητα. Το χρονικό του 
πνευματικού κέντρου της Αθήνας” (“Utopia and Reality. The Chronicle of the 
Athens Cultural Centre”), in Themata Chorou kai Technon 12 (1981) 17-44.
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of its spaces.6 Its parallel placement to one of the central streets of 
Athens stresses its elongated parallelogram shell. Zaroulas men-
tions that, when an observer looks at the building for the first 
time, she faces this parallel layered shell with its volume based on 
rows of braces. The whole shell of the 80.000m3 building is cov-
ered with Greek white marble.7 It was designated a modern mon-
ument only in 2017, something which stressed its architectural 
identity as one of the buildings of modernism in Greece. For years 
after the Athens Conservatory’s construction, Despotopoulos was 
silent, avoiding delivering texts as before, possibly due to his dis-
appointment for the uncompleted Athens Cultural Centre, the 
realisation of which faced strong political opposition:

Producing ideas, shapes and forms in Bauhaus was a productive 
process, a full and quite constructive one. The right perception 
of multiple realities and the dialectical adjustability of every 
given possibility were available in every country due to the “new 
way of thinking”. As a result, the formed works had a social and 
political identity in a transnational context.8

6. At the end of 2022, a large part of the building of the Conservatory was 
finally completed decades after its initial construction, adding and introducing 
a set of new spaces to the building: a) a new stage as a part of a new under-
ground experimental multipurpose space, b) an arts foyer, c) cafe/restaurant, d) 
a K3 technology centre, and e) the “Ioannis Despotopoulos” Amphitheatre of 
600 seats. This extensive renovation made possible through donations and 
funding from the prefecture followed a more limited renovation of the “Aris 
Garoufalis” concert space in 2017, where I attended numerous concerts on var-
ious music genres. This space was used for concerts of the Athens Festival but 
not of the Aqua Jazz Festival that I will discuss next.

7. Sotirios Zaroulas, “Η ιδεο-λογική δομή των πόλεων” (“The Ideological 
Construction of Cities”) (2019), https://attikipedia.sadas-pea.gr/η-ιδεο-λογικη- 
δομη-των-πολεων-και-τησ-αρ/.

8. Ioannis Despotopoulos, “Σύντομη εισήγηση για ορισμένα σημαντικά 
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This excerpt from the text of Despotopoulos on Bauhaus con-
denses the way he thought and sketched, highlighting the possi-
bility that the Athens Conservatory could function as a building 
able to create the aforementioned external and internal world 
and accentuating its simplicity and usability. In the last decade, 
the thoughts of Despotopoulos for the Conservatory were real-
ised through the abundant contribution of the initially finished 
spaces of the building (almost half of the construction) to the 
cultural life of the city with a variety of music performances close-
ly fabricated into the educational work of the Athens Conserva-
tory, which was founded there in 1974. This current of cultural life 
hosted at the building, came together with the belated realisa-
tion by the state and municipality of its importance and with the 
urge to finish after decades the other half of spaces. The terrace 
and external spaces are the last ones left but have already been 
assigned for reclamation.

The Athens Conservatory made a wider opening to audiences 
in the last decade by using its spaces for concerts open to the 
public, especially after 2017, when the Garoufalis concert space 
was renovated. The old basement space hosted art exhibitions, 
such as Documenta 14, and became a part of the videos that the 
Greek National Opera produced during the Covid quarantine, 
using the music of Iannis Xenakis to highlight its parallel shell 
and architectural importance. The Athens Conservatory had a 
major shift with respect to the use of most of its spaces specifical-
ly for music performances during the second Aqua Jazz Festival 
in 2018.

‘επακόλουθα’ από το έργο του Bauhaus” (“A Short Presentation of Certain Im-
portant ‘Consequences’ of the Bauhaus Project”), in Deltio Syllogou Architektonon 
5 (1992).
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The Athens Festival and its Space Regeneration

A major shift to the articulation and content of the Athens Festi-
val had also taken place in 2006 due to its opening to other per-
formance spaces beyond the Odeon of Herodes Atticus in Athens 
and the Ancient Theatre of Epidaurus.9 Already in 2005, the well-
known actor and director Lefteris Voyatzis proposed to the festi-
val’s director, George Loukos, a new area for performances: the 
spaces of an old furniture factory at Pireos Street 260. The cultur-
al monument of the industrial architecture of the Greek 1970s 
began to be adapted to a new complex of stages for the Athens 
festival, a seminal turn for its nature and character. Gradually, 
three spaces, the Delta (Δέλτα), the Ita (Ήτα) and the Epsilon 
(Έψιλον), with 700, 500 and 100 seats respectively, along with 
open spaces, like the garden behind the Delta and eventually 
three other spaces, the buildings Alpha (Άλφα), Vita (Βήτα), Zita 
(Zέτα) and Gamma (Γάμμα), shaped a new identity for the Athens 
Festival. The complex of spaces acted as an evolving platform for 
contemporary art, reflecting the latest trends and experimenta-
tion in music, theatre and dance by Greek and international cre-
ative teams, and attracting and invigorating new audiences to 
new performance spaces and especially music genres.

This space regeneration timidly introduced the jazz music 
genre to the Athens Festival in the first years when the Pireos 
Street factory spaces were used. It was not until 2010 that the first 
jazz performances by Greek artists took place, along with an in-
vited performance by the Joel LaRue Smith trio. Three nights of 

9. The Athens and Epidaurus Festival, known as the Athens Festival and as 
one of the oldest summer festivals in Greece, began in 1955. Spanning 67 years, 
the Festival has hosted numerous performances of music, dance and theatre 
with artists from Greece and abroad.
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jazz and then, in 2014, a concert with Charles Loyd back at the 
Odeon of Herodus Atticus. The “Νo wall music” performance was 
given by the oud and piano player Dimitris Mikelis at the Pireos 
Street factory garden in 2016 while presenting the Najem project. 
Mikelis, who lived, studied and performed in the USA and Pales-
tine, was returning to Greece, introducing a performance that 
was bridging jazz and the Arab world music. Next year, in 2017, 
“Jazz in the city” sessions took place. It was a two-day jazz mara-
thon with the well-known Greek jazz radio producer Dimitris 
Trikas, who broadcast live on radio air the performances of six 
jazz groups from the Pireos Street garden: the Next Step Quintet, 
George Kontrafouris Trio, Harris Lambrakis Quartet, Ziad Rajab 
Trio, Adedeji Adetayo and the Haig Yazdjian Quartet. Harris Lam-
brakis with his ney, Adedeji Adetayo with Africanism and the 
Armenian Haig Yazdjian also established a dialogue between 
jazz and music from the Mediterranean area.

Last year, the opening of the Athens Festival took place at Pir-
eos Street communicating in this way both the establishment of 
the specific space as a permanent performance venue of the Ath-
ens Festival along with the announcement of the Festival’s head-
quarters moving to this ex-industrial area. As the Festival was 
adding new performance spaces to its venues, the Athens Con-
servatory became one such venue in 2018. It hosted the “Young 
Greek Classics” focusing on cello performances, and then the “Aq-
ua Jazz Festival” as part of the “opening to the city” inception 
which was initiated in 2017.
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Incorporating the Athens Conservatory into  
the Athens Festival: The Aqua Jazz Festival

The Athens Conservatory, taking over from the industrial spaces 
of Pireos Street, introduced the use of its own spaces for music 
performances, seminars and panel discussions during the second 
Aqua Jazz Festival in 2018.10 As a cultural performance, the Aqua 
Jazz was incorporated into another cultural performance, the 
Athens Festival. A breakthrough in the use of spaces by the Ath-
ens Festival was the incorporation of one festival into another. 
This was a double faceted innovation, since never before had a 
four-day festival been incorporated into such a historical festival 
as the Athens Festival, and never before had the spaces of the 
Conservatory been used for the Athens Festival; eventually the 
jazz music genre was robustly presented – a genre that is less 
popular than electroacoustic and classical music in Greece. The 
Aqua Jazz Festival used the multipurpose basement spaces of the 
Conservatory. The Omega 2 (Ωμέγα 2) level – the atrium, the 
main stage and the experimental scene – hosted all the night 
music performances. The part of the basement which was in-
spired by ecclesiastical architecture –Despotopoulos had long 
experience in designing churches– was used for discussions and 
lectures. A small concert hall on the first floor was used for the 
students’ performances and another one for the seminars.

The first Aqua Jazz Festival had already taken place on the is-
land of Corfu in autumn 2015. The director of both Aqua festivals, 
Dimos Dimitriadis – who is the head of the Jazz Studies pro-
gramme at the Department of Music Studies in Corfu – orches-

10. The Athens Conservatory, the Jazz Studies Programme of the Music De-
partment of Corfu and the Berklee Global Jazz Institute realised a jazz festival 
during the Athens and Epidaurus Festival; see https://aquajazz.gr/.
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trated a week of seminars and performances, mixing high-skilled 
professional performers with the Department’s undergraduate 
and graduate students in order to blend the genres of traditional 
Mediterranean music with jazz. Performances took place at the 
island’s Ionian Academy and the art space Polytechnon, a space 
that holds a strong tradition for promoting the performing arts 
in Corfu. This was a small theatre in the beginning and eventual-
ly was renovated to a small club. It is one of the spaces in constant 
dialogue with the Jazz Studies programme of the Department of 
Music Studies, hosting performances by its graduates and under-
graduates. In a way, the festival was moving from Corfu to Ath-
ens. The spatial planning of the Athens Conservatory building 
concentrates several spaces specifically designed for teaching, 
and other facilities for wider, audience-centred artistic and cul-
tural uses. As a result of bringing together all these functions in a 
single, unique architectural unit and in a cultural performance, 
the Athens Festival, the use of the building was expanded grad-
ually attracting artists, groups and other music festivals like 
Young Greek Classics, Tectonics and Panemos II on Xenakis.

The Athens Conservatory established a Jazz Studies pro-
gramme in 2013. A part of the academic faculty and graduates of 
the Music Department from Corfu were incorporated into the 
Conservatory’s teaching staff. The jazz music community grew 
substantially during the last decade due to the quite belated in-
troduction of music studies in higher education. In the years 1985, 
1991, 1992 and 1999, four music departments welcomed their first 
students. Jazz was the last or most recent addition to these music 
university programmes. Concurrently, the number of conservato-
ries offering jazz studies increased, while many students chose to 
study abroad in well-known jazz music schools. The growth of the 
jazz community in Greece produced a more abundant and mature 
Greek jazz scene, a part of which was present at the Aqua Festival.
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Greek Jazz Communities in Cultural Performance

The Greek jazz community is an art world, the internal world of 
Despotopoulos and a complex of artist networks.11 These net-
works are displayed at the festival but most importantly they 
build the festival. A set of music performances structures the 
wider cultural performance. The space of the cultural perfor-
mance enhances, changes or abolishes the identities, meanings 
and images of music genres. The creative space for dialogue that 
jazz and traditional genres of music offered was ideal for the 
combination and exchange of music ideas through performance 
and improvisation during the days of the second Aqua Jazz Festi-
val. Loukas Bartatilas, in a documentary on the exhibition which 
he curated in 2019 “From the Building to the Community” on Bau-
haus, Ioannis Despotopoulos and the Athens Conservatory, and 
which took place in the latter’s spaces, explains:

The tittle of the exhibition, “From the Building to the Communi-
ty”, originates from a text of Despotopoulos where he states that 
while planning this building, his intention was not only to de-
sign classrooms for the students of the Athens Conservatory 
where everyone could find her space to learn music, but to cre-
ate a space functioning as a community of all these people who 
share their interest in music and arts. This is a “closed internal 
system” of a small community where its members share a coher-
ent ideological orientation and act according to it.12 

11. Howard Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 
and Ruth Finnegan, The Hidden Musicians: Music Making in an English Town (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).

12. Loukas Bartatilas, “Το Bauhaus του Ιωάννη Δεσποτόπουλου: Άμεσες 
εντυπώσεις” (“Bauhaus of Ioannis Despotopoulos: Direct Impressions”, pres-
entation at the conference “Bauhaus and Greece: The New Idea of Synthesis in 
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During the Aqua Festival, the closed internal system, the small 
community, was structured by jazz music. The core of this com-
munity was specific people of the Conservatory, teachers and 
administration. This main network had, in the past or present, a 
dual presence, teaching both at the Conservatory and at the Mu-
sic Department in Corfu. The community was expanded through 
the educational and performing networks of this core. Dimitris 
Kalantzis, a jazz pianist and head of the jazz studies programme 
at the Athens Conservatory, was a piano teacher at the Music De-
partment in Corfu. During the festival days, he curated the con-
certs of his students performing on the first floor of the Conserv-
atory, almost in parallel with dialogues and the beginning of 
evening concerts. Curating music performances and then per-
forming with his ensemble at the Omega2 central stage, he was 
successively moving from one performance space to another in 
an effort to connect young musicians with the older ones, and he 
attended performers from abroad like Marco Pignataro from 
Berklee School of Music and Roni Eytan. Harris Lambrakis, a ney 
performer, was involved in the first Aqua Festival and the jazz 
marathon.13 Present at the second Aqua too, Lambrakis gave a 
short seminar and performed with his group. Through dialogue 
and short performance examples at the seminar, international 
musicians from different backgrounds exchanged music ideas.

The community consisted of musicians with different but for-

Art and Architecture”, Athens, 30th May - 1st June, 2019, accessed April 12, 2023, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5CN85zT8HI&t=5014s&ab_channel=Bau-
hausConferenceAthens2019.

13. Ney is one of the oldest end-blown flutes. Harris Lambrakis is one of the 
musicians who in fact introduced ney in Greece. Lambrakis is a professional 
musician with numerous performances in the world and music collaborations 
as well as a teacher and instructor of the instrument; see http://www.harrislam-
brakis.com/.
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mal jazz education experiences. Small samples of individual 
schools of jazz education gathered in an educational space, shap-
ing their own community as practitioners of jazz, and this was a 
meeting of major significance. This community did not have clear 
boundaries and negotiated its identity. The music networks and 
worlds were visible during the festival, revealing how the com-
munity was shaped. I would also add that we should not confuse 
the spatial and temporary bond of a festival with an exclusive and 
hermetically restricted world, especially when these new ways of 
communication continue to re-draw the boundaries of the per-
sons and the communities involved. In fact, this “porous texture” 
of these frames of space and time are the ones that shape such 
cultural performances, whether festivals, exhibitions or other 
events, to such attractive research subjects.

Discussing Research on Space and Music Performance

Besides multi-sited research methodology,14 another methodo-
logical approach I used in order to understand the network of 

14. Multi-sited ethnography on urban festivals is mandatory, where the 
structure of the whole you are trying to capture is the result of the coincidence 
of actions happening at the same time in connected and interacting contexts; 
see George Marcus, Ethnography Through Thick and Thin (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1998), 50. George Marcus and Michael J. Fischer, in Anthropol-
ogy as a Cultural Critique (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1986), introduced 
the term “multilocale”, which Marcus established later as “multi-sited”. On using 
multi-sited ethnography and theory for studying music and space in festivals, 
see my “Όψεις μιας αστικής γεωγραφίας: Χώρος, μουσική και φεστιβάλ στην 
πόλη της Ξάνθης” (“Aspects of Urban Geography: Space, Music and Festivals in 
the City of Xanthi”), in Aspasia Theodosiou and Eleni Kallimopoulou (eds), 
Μουσικές κοινότητες στην Ελλάδα του 21ου αιώνα (Music Communities in Greece of the 
21st century) (Athens: Pedio Publishing, 2020), 169-200.
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musicians, spaces and performances inside the festival, its 
growth and hermeneutics, is the biography of a musician or what 
we call life history, with a special focus on music performance 
history. I decided to focus on the jazz viola player of the festival, 
Michalis Katachanas, who featured, due to his performing ex-
pressivity, as a cover photo in Francesco Martinelli’s review for the 
Aqua Jazz Festival at the “allaboutjazz” website.15 Following him 
meant following a series of his concerts in spaces other than the 
conservatory in Athens. In this way, I had the opportunity to un-
derstand an important part of the contemporary history of jazz, 
since the jazz viola performer was one of the first graduates of 
the Jazz programme in Corfu who continued his studies in the 
USA and returned to perform in Greece. The choice of following 
the performances was intended to stress the succession of per-
formance spaces before reaching their final destination, the Aq-
ua Festival. The spatial turnover unravels a much longer course of 
music performances, repetitions or changes of repertories and 
members of bands before the event of the festival, since it high-
lights the subdivision of the jazz world into numerous smaller 
communities scattered in clubs, concert halls, bars, experimental 
spaces, festivals and events. Another important element of these 
communities is that stage performers have as their audience oth-
er fellow musicians.

While festivals evolve, not only because they are fashionable 
but because they work as mechanisms of achieving targets for the 
cities, we understand that space emerges as a protagonist. Space 
seems to get transformed through celebratory events, imbued 
with the meaning and power of the occasion. Previous space func-

15. See Fransesco Martinelli, “Athens Aqua Jazz Festival 2018”, accessed 
May 12, 2023, https://www.allaboutjazz.com/athens-aqua-jazz-festival-2018-
by-francesco-martinelli.
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tion withdraws and gets forgotten and a temporary reshaping 
happens; a space reversal and its uses become a part of what Turn-
er called “middle stage”.16 This celebratory space, whether a stage 
or another festival space, constitutes the ideal occasion for old and 
new, insiders and outsiders, to create a collective experience, to 
revive memories and feelings of belonging. In these cases, the 
performance of jazz music works as a kind of urban regeneration 
with a collective feeling. It is live not only at the frontstage and 
backstage, but it also creates a special dialogical frame. 

The Aqua Festival and the Conservatory “owe” their existence 
to a set of performance spaces, whose succession was mentioned 
above. It is no longer unusual for venues featuring professional 
jazz performers to overlap and intersect with educational pro-
grammes and institutions. Following music at the festival field 
leads you to follow consecutively people and spaces. I explored 
their routes before, during and after their music performances at 
the Conservatory. I explored their everyday life, their rehearsals, 
organising events and choices where to perform. I attended les-
sons and exams of jazz music students at the Conservatory. I at-
tended performances of other music genres at the Conservatory 
and explored all the performing spaces. I visited art exhibitions, 
presentations and lectures in the same spaces, which hosted 
events not related to music. I call this process “hanging out”. 
Sometimes you need deep hanging out, sometimes surface 
hanging out. This methodological approach and way of thinking 
about cultural performances is in a way connected to Despo-
topoulos’ philosophy on buildings and communities.

Foucault understands heterotopia as “capable of juxtaposing 

16. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure (Chicago: 
Aldine, 1969). 
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in a single real place several places”.17 The Festival is “Scenes from 
an exhibition for an exhibition”, just to paraphrase the title of 
Mussorgsky’s music work.18 The Festival is the ideal juxtaposition 
machine of these scenes but immediately acts as an incubator. 
Music spaces are not empty containers but the collection of prac-
tices of visible and invisible musicians. They contain the route 
from an experimental scene or exam concert to the festival stage. 
Clusters of performance venues are integrated in the spaces of 
festival performance. Despotopoulos stated that we should no-
tice two concurrent directions in social phenomena and the city’s 
organisation: from partiality to generality, from the “self” to “us”, 
and vice versa. There is no clear demarcation in any function or 
performance, since one cannot happen without the other. They 
all constitute a network, an overall phenomenon.19

The Festival incarnates a picture, a frame, an idea that incor-
porates many others. Even if the Festival is traced to a specific 
number of events, during a specific time frame, and if these are 
realised during specific performances, they are born in the life of 
the community during the year. Past and present are mixed. 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, in Truth and Method, gave emphasis on this 
enigmatic temporary nature of festivals, ascribing it to its repet-
itive nature, even if every festival is neither the copy of a previous 
one, nor the memory of it. Consequently, its deep sense is that it 
is always something different.20 Cultural performances are more 

17.    Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces”, in Diacritics: A Review of Contempo-
rary Criticism 16, no. 1 (1986): 25.

18. “Pictures at an Exhibition” is a piano suite written by Modest Musorgsky. 
It is the musical reflection of a tour of an exhibition with works of the architect 
Victor Hartmann.

19. See Despotopoulos, “Ο οικισμός. Η παραγωγική Πόλη-Κοινότητα”.
20. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Continuum, 1975), 

212.
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dialogical and polyphonic than “texts” to read. They will always 
be as Bakhtin characterised them: dynamic means to grasp real-
ity, not the naturalistic, fleeting and scattered side of reality, but 
the process of becoming, its meaning and direction.21 Cultural 
performances are always microcosms. They take identity and 
steal it, scattering the keys of reading it so that all doors will be 
open, exposable, ready to get discovered. They reveal and recon-
stitute identity in order to reconstruct it.22
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The Delphic Prometheus Bound (1927, 1930): 
Jesus Christ’s Golgotha Transforms  

into Νeo-Romantic Aesthetics
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ABSTRACT

The Delphic Festivals are considered to be an exceptional mo-
ment of antiquity’s revival in modern history. This was the first 
systematic and organised project in Greece, set in a specific ar-
chaeological site and including several events such as theatrical 
performances, athletics, ecclesiastic music concerts, and folk 
craftsmanship. The “Apollonian” couple Eva Palmer-Sikelianos 
and Angelos Sikelianos, in order to revive the ancient Greek spir-
it, visualised a “Wagnerian Bayreuth”, trying to (re)cover all phas-
es of Greek civilisation: ancient, Byzantine and modern. Two per-
formances of the Aeschylean Prometheus Bound were staged as 
part of the festivals at the “timeless landscape” of Delphi in 1927 
and 1930. A crucial factor in both performances was space: the 
Golgotha-like rock of the first performance transformed into a 
scenery with a timeless aesthetic expression in the second event; 
in fact, the setting was the only thing that changed between the 
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two stagings. It has been a matter of dispute, over the years, if the 
two performances of the Delphic Prometheus were more Neo-Ro-
mantic than ancient Greek. This essay tries to revise the prevail-
ing view about Angelos Sikelianos and Eva Palmer-Sikelianos as 
two mere lovers of antiquity, and to explore the roots of their 
theatrical performances and their intention to choose Delphi as 
the metropolis of spiritual rebirth. In addition, the essay analyses 
the semiotics of scenic space and other artistic factors, and at the 
same time examines the portrayal of Prometheus as the crucified 
Son of man.

Keywords: Aeschylus, Angelos Sikelianos, Eva Palmer-Sikelianos, 
Delphic Festivals, Prometheus Bound

Introduction

The Delphic Festivals live in memory as an emblematic moment 
in the history of antiquity’s resurrection. Not only were they a de-
finitive milestone in the relatively short theatrical history of mod-
ern Greece, but also they are regarded as a great artistic achieve-
ment in the history of staging ancient drama in Europe. For many, 
the Delphic Festivals stand as the “magnum opus” of poet Ange-
los Sikelianos and his American wife Eva Palmer-Sikelianos. For 
others, they constitute a bourgeois expression of nostalgia for 
antiquity, but, in general, they mark the beginning of the revival 
of ancient tragedy in Greece. In this essay, I try to revise the pre-
vailing view of the Delphic Festivals in 1927 and 1930 as a mere 
reproduction of antiquity’s grandeur, and I attempt to reconnect 
the contradictory elements which produced the puzzle of the 
Delphic Festivals while focusing on performing space. My pur-
pose is to reveal the ideological background that shaped those 
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cultural events, by bringing to the fore Prometheus’ representa-
tion as a crucified Christ, in order to show that Sikelianos’ exper-
iment was Neo-Romantic rather than ancient Greek or Byzan-
tine.1 On May 9 and 10, 1927, a personal vision of Angelos Sike-
lianos and Eva Palmer-Sikelianos took place in Delphi. The whole 
project was an embodiment of the “Delphic Idea”, Sikelianos’ 
worldview whose main goal was a worldwide cultural renais-
sance centred in Delphi. The reason for that nostalgia for antiq-
uity had to do with the 1922 Asia Minor Catastrophe and the fail-
ure of the “Great Idea” of Greece to expand to the East. As a reac-
tion, Sikelianos built up his own great idea, stressing that the 
Delphic Festivals did not aim at the “nostalgic restoration of a 
great aesthetic capital” but offered a choice for the creation of a 
global spiritual “order of general enlightenment and action”.2Al-
ternatively, as poet Nikiforos Vrettakos remarked, for Sikelianos, 
Delphi “was not the place where we can resurrect what has died 
forever but the place where the beginning of a new life can 
spring”.3

1. This essay is an extended and more detailed version of a presentation 
delivered at the “Performing Space 2022” conference, organised by the Depart-
ment of Theatre Studies of the University of Peloponnese in collaboration with 
the Technical University of Madrid (Nafplio, Greece, 27-28 August 2022). The 
essay had previously been presented to the Annual Joint Symposium on the 
Performance of Greek and Roman Drama, organised by the Universities of Ox-
ford and of London at Ioannou Centre for Classical and Byzantine Studies on 24 
June 2019. All English translations from works originally in Greek are mine.

2. Angelos Sikelianos, “Η προσπάθειά μου στους Δελφούς. Τα πραγματικά 
κίνητρα” (“My Attempt in Delphi. The Real Motives”), Eleftheron Vima, August 
26, 1926. 

3. Νikiforos Vrettakos,“Το βαθύτερο νόημα του Σικελιανού” (“The Deepest 
Sense of Sikelianos”), in Epitheorisi technis 6 (1955): 420.
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“Οpsis”: Scenography and Costumes

The critic Eleni Ourani, one of the spectators of the 1927 Pro-
metheus, notes:

Scenery at the beginning was rather annoying; a tall rock with 
realistic claims, which seemed unceasingly fake, was placed at 
the bottom of the orchestra. Even its colour, very pink, did not 
conform to the dark colour of the surrounding mountains. [...] 
The artificial rock, despite its height, became in a while what it 
should have been from the beginning, a stylised scenery that 
aims only to give the impression of the rock and to help the 
movement of the actors.4

In fact, the real protagonist of the Delphic performances was the 
landscape. It overshadowed the realistic/expressionistic rock 
which Ourani describes. Therefore, three years later, at the sec-
ond Delphic Festival, when another performance of Prometheus 
was staged, the scenery was altered into something entirely new. 
The huge rock was substituted by a low platform of cement with 
its two edges ending in a staircase and an erected rocky column 
in the middle of the platform, which would serve as a symbolic 
cross, on which Prometheus would be crucified. According to Tsi-
ambaos, the scenery for the second Delphic Festival (created by 
the architect Georgios Kontoleon) testified to the cultivation of a 
strict, archaic aspect of modernism: “A simple and abstract archi-
tecture, which is modern just because it refers to the past”,5 a con-

4. Alkis Thrylos (Eleni Ourani), Το ελληνικό θέατρο. 1927-1933 (Greek Theatre. 
1927-1933), (Athens: Eleni and Kostas Ouranis Foundation, 1977), 51-52. Eleni 
Ourani was publishing using the name “Alkis Thrylos”.

5. Kostas Tsiambaos, Αμφίθυμη νεωτερικότητα (Unimaginable Modernity), 
(Thessaloniki: Politeia, 2017), 69.
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struction which did not only serve the performance but also pro-
posed a harmonious relation between modernity and antiquity. 
In other words, a performing space that referred to the idea of 
deploying the classical past, a space according to which the rela-
tion between past and present becomes aesthetic, while the con-
cept of “continuity” is perceived metaphorically and artistically 
rather than materially and historically: “Since the past lives sty-
listically in the present, continuity is subcutaneous and therefore 
there is no risk of challenging the past and tradition”.6 In the end, 
what is at stake is a continuity that is suggested by being associ-
ated with the timeless archaic landscape.

In fact, Palmer-Sikelianos did not focus on the mythical scen-
ery; the tall rock or the symbolic cross was a secondary issue. Her 
real concern was to tune in with the ancient Greek architects, who 
placed the ancient theatre inside the timeless landscape. A few 
years later, in a letter to a collaborator of hers, she writes: “The 
form of ancient Greek tragedy and the shape of the ancient Greek 
Theatre are timeless values”, adding that there is something that 
releases natural magnetic power when the audience is seated 
around a circle, looking down at a point which becomes their own 
centre of perception, instead of looking straight ahead at a flat 
perspective that is separated from that centre.7

Modernity was reflected in clothing too. Regarding costumes, 
fabric was an important component of “opsis”. Palmer-Sikelianos 
used silk and claimed that, even “if Aeschylus did not have silk, 
he would accept this material in this particular work”.8 Even if she 

6. Dimitris Tziovas, “Η ελληνικότητα και η γενιά του ’30” (“Greekness and the 
Generation of 1930s”), in Cogito 6 (2007): 6.

7. Eva Palmer-Sikelianos, Επιστολές της Εύας Πάλμερ-Σικελιανού για το αρχαίο 
δράμα (Letters of Eva Palmer-Sikelianos on Ancient Drama), ed. John Peter Anton 
(Athens: Livanis, 1997), 68-69.

8. Eva Palmer-Sikelianos, Ιερός Πανικός (Upward Panic), (Athens: Exantas, 
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appeared to be interested in making the Oceanids’ clothing with 
rich folds, in order to highlight the stylistic qualities of the chorus’ 
body movement and to reconstruct “the positions that the body 
representations depict on the ancient vessels”,9 her interest in 
hand-woven textiles on a loom was strictly related to the nostal-
gia for the pre-industrial society, an interest closely linked to “the 
primitivistic tendencies of modernism”.10

Music and Chorus

Palmer-Sikelianos suggested that in “rebuilding the chorus of an-
cient Greek drama, the essential element that one needs, is mu-
sic”, stating that the music composers by that time had failed be-
cause they had received a purely European education, which was 
not sufficient for the composition of a Greek chorus accompani-
ment.11 Unlike her predecessors, she chose her Byzantine music 
teacher Konstantinos Psachos as the composer of the choral parts, 
in order to suggest that the achievements of Byzantine music at-
tested to the continuation of the ancient Greek musical tradition. 
Interestingly, although Palmer-Sikelianos did not want any classi-
cal instruments during the performance, Psachos insisted on plac-

1992), 125.
9. Antonis Glytzouris, “Resurrecting Ancient Bodies: The Tragic Chorus in 

Prometheus Bound and Suppliant Women at the Delphic Festivals in 1927 and 
1930”, in International Journal of the History of Sport 27, no.12 (2010): 2102. 
Glytzouris states that “the similarities between the views of Sikelianos on ma-
chine-made Western dress and those which were exhibited through the Arts 
and Crafts Movement are also interesting”.

10. Stavros Tsitsiridis, “Ο George Cram Cook και οι Δελφικές Εορτές” 
(“George Cram Cook and the Delphic Festivals”), in Logeion 7 (2017): 292.

11. Eva Palmer-Sikelianos, “Η τραγωδία κατά Σικελιανών” (“Tragedy Accord-
ing to Sikelianos”), in Theatro 11 (1963): 67.

Performing Space.indd   230Performing Space.indd   230 26/6/2023   3:08:08 µµ26/6/2023   3:08:08 µµ



THE DELPHIC PROMETHEUS BOUND	 231

ing a small classical orchestra behind the paper rock scenery. That 
caused a number of problems, mainly because of the miscommu-
nication between the hidden musicians and the chorus girls.12 
However, even if Palmer-Sikelianos failed to raise the question of 
continuity between the Byzantine and the ancient Greek tradition 
through music composition, she did manage to suggest it as an 
appropriate method for the interpretation of ancient drama, espe-
cially with regard to the choral parts. Leontis, trying to figure out 
the real reason for the usage of Byzantine music, suggests that it 
had to do primarily with Palmer-Sikelianos’ need for “Greekness”: 
Sikelianos’ wife could see herself as the first woman in Greece to 
stage an ancient drama in an ancient theatre, as an American who

would finally collaborate with Greeks to put Greece on the map 
with a total made-in-Greece revival: a tragedy performed by 
Greeks in demotic Greek [language], sung to melodies com-
posed by Psachos in the tones of Byzantine music, and mobi-
lised with the rhythms and steps of Greek folk dances.13

The system of the chorus’ movements and gestures was probably 
the most interesting element of Prometheus at Delphi. Trying to 
identify what motivated Palmer-Sikelianos to present a chorus 
whose dancing imitated the movements and postures depicted 
on ancient Greek vases, one must acknowledge as the main 
source of her inspiration the famous American dancer Isadora 
Duncan.14 Also, influenced by the theoretical views of Édouard 

12. The problems were solved during the repetition of the performance 
(when the rock turned into a platform made of cement) because the musicians 
were visible by members of the chorus.

13. Artemis Leontis, Eva Palmer-Sikelianos. A Life in Ruins (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2019), 136.

14. Glytzouris, “Resurrecting Ancient Bodies,” 2094. The Avant-Garde artist 
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Schuré, who suggested that the chorus should acquire a more 
material substance and, thus, had provided detailed technical 
instructions for its staging, Palmer-Sikelianos tried to make the 
tragic chorus “a work of living art”, placing it at the heart of the 
drama.15 She turned to the golden age of ancient Greek pottery, 
where the head and legs of the figures depicted on the vases 
were in profile, while their bodies were represented frontally, a 
body movement that the American director designated as “Apol-
lonian movement”.16 Tsatsoulis maintains that this view coincides 
with the contemporary perception of physical theatre, according 

belonged to a community of European Neo-Romantics who believed that the 
ancient and modern woman/man is a product of nature who uses the timeless 
“solar plexus” as the centre of her/his expression (referring to dance expression).

15. Eleni Koveou, “Βαγκνερισμός-Νιτσεϊσμός στις Δελφικές Εορτές των 
Σικελιανών υπό το κιαροσκούρο του Édouard Schuré” (“Wagnerism-Nietzsche-
ism in the Delphic Festivals Under Chiaroscuro of ÉdouardSchuré”), in Areti 
Vasiliou et al. (eds), Ιστορία και Ιστοριογραφία του Νεοελληνικού Θεάτρου: Πρακτικά 
συνεδρίου προς τιμήν του Θόδωρου Χατζηπανταζή (History and Historiography of the 
Modern Greek Theatre. Proceedings of Conference in Honour of Theodorοs Hatzipanta-
zis) (Rethymno: Institute of Mediterranean Studies, 2020), 302-303. According 
to Tsitsiridis, the imitation of movements and postures from ancient Greek vas-
es and sculpture had been prepared by the publication of the book by Maurice 
Emmanuel La Danse grecque antique d’ après les monuments figures (Παρίσι: Ha-
chette, 1896). As the researcher suggests, “the idea was apparently more wide-
spread at that time, as in December 1899, the French newspaper Le Théâtre 
published an extensive article entitled ‘Théâtre antique –Gestesmodernes. La 
Grèce’, in which ancient vases and sculptures were contrasted in detail with 
modern theatre, opera and dance performances”. See also Tsitsiridis, “O George 
Cram Cook και οι Δελφικές Εορτές”, 292.

16. Glytzouris, “Resurrecting Ancient Bodies”, 2097. The author suggests 
that “the presentation of the chorus, which the spectators of the Delphic perfor-
mances experienced, was certainly an artistic innovation. However, the chorus 
episodes were almost autonomous musical dance events, independent from 
the remaining body of the performance. Moreover, the text of the tragedy itself 
was not perceptible, since the emphasis fell on the mime and the music and 
dance presentation”.
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to which the body loses its cultural identity; he states that Palm-
er-Sikelianos, with her anti-realistic approach to the body of the 
actor, “suggests the deconstruction of the body so that it can re-
gain its physical condition and capabilities”.17

The Christian Prometheus

The performances at Delphi raised an intriguingly complex issue, 
both artistic and ideological: the correlation between Pro-
metheus and Christ, an obvious link between antiquity and the 
Byzantine era.18 The poet Kostas Karyotakis, who was among the 
spectators, refers “to the myth of Prometheus and the Christian 
tradition in a unified symbol, forming a timeless image of the 
superior man who struggles and is crushed by his ideals”.19 The 
parallelism between the Divine Drama and Prometheus’ suffoca-
tion is portrayed in the newspapers:

And the stones were gone. The curtain of the temple of the soul 
swayed. [...] Prometheus suffered to the music of Christ. [...] And 
long before Christ, Prometheus avenged the poor people who 
later crucified Christ. And Aeschylus, the creator of unrelenting 
suffering, gave “The Almighty Man”.20

17. Dimitris Τsatsoulis, Δυτικό ηγεμονικό παράδειγμα και διαπολιτισμικό θέατρο 
(Western Hegemonic Paradigm and Intercultural Theatre), (Athens: Papazisis, 2017), 
102.

18. A newspaper article reports that the spectators “saw the rock of Pro-
metheus as they saw the cross of Christ”; Anonymous a, “Προμηθέας Δεσμώτης” 
(“Prometheus Bound”), Esperini, May 12, 1927.

19. Kostas Karyotakis, “Δελφικές Εορτές” (“Delphic Festivals”), in Alexandrini 
Techni 9 (1927): 11.

20. N. Laidis, “Το δελφικόν θαύμα. Ένας πνευματικός θρίαμβος” (“The Del-
phic Miracle. A Spiritual Triumph”), Esperini, May 11, 1927. The same columnist 
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Papadaki suggests that the relation of Prometheus to Christ was 
the key element that urged the German spectators to interpret 
Sikelianos’ performance as a Passionspiel.21 The same reception 
pattern continued in the 1930 version: “Prometheus with his 
golden coat, long blonde hair and his generosity, without a mask, 
resembled the Nazarene. He was a Nazarene but a Greek Naza-
rene”.22

Following Nikolai Berdyaev, Sikelianos supports the “Chris-
tian resurrection” which links the principle of a person with the 
principle of the community. Christ is seen as another prophet and 
his myth is placed among the great myths of religion; the Christ 
of the mysteries is a Dionysian Christ.23 It is important to note 
that, according to the Delphic ideological background, there was 
no conflict between Hellenism and Christianity but a substantial 
union. Sikelianos does not seem to be interested in “Dogmatic 
Christianity” but in “Orphism”, a set of religious beliefs and prac-
tices originating in the ancient Greek and Hellenistic worlds.24 
Finally, one could say that Sikelianos made the choice of staging 
Prometheus Bound mainly because it is a play that serves the ideal 
of ecumenical renaissance, in a similar way as Christianity does. 
The idea of a ritual continuity between antiquity and Byzantium/

describes the performance as a “sacred opera”, equating Prometheus’ rock with 
Golgotha and the Oceanids with the “Maries of Christ”.

21. Eleni Papadaki, Πίσω από το πέπλο της ωραιότητας (Behind the Veil of Beauty), 
(Athens: Benaki Museum, 2018), 187.

22. Anonymous b, “Εξαιρετική επιτυχία των Δελφικών Εορτών” (“Extraordi-
nary Success of the Delphic Festivals”), Patris, May 30, 1930.

23. Papadaki, Πίσω από το πέπλο της ωραιότητας, 161.
24. Vasilis Κremmydas, “Ο ιδεολογικός κόσμος του Άγγελου Σικελιανού” 

(“The Ideological World of Angelos Sikelianos”), in O Politis 97 (2002): 16. Or-
phism is a mystical Greek religion that offers purification of the soul from inher-
ent evil. It was named after Orpheus, a Thracian legendary poet and musician, 
who tried to retrieve his wife Eurydice from Hades, playing his music.
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folklore offered a Christianised imagining of antiquity, which cor-
responded to the Helleno-Christian beliefs of artists, spectators, 
and critics.25

Ideological and Artistic Background

The Delphic Festivals were a project that attempted to globalise 
a Greek cultural event while also ideologising an archaeological 
site, in order to “objectify the subjective process of creation”, in 
other words, in order to create a new objectivity that later would 
be called “Greekness”.26 Since 1905, Sikelianos had already told 
his wife that “Delphi is the chosen centre where a new temple 
must be built. Not a temple of marble columns, but one with ed-
ucation, economy, and justice as its pediments”.27 In this sen-
tence, Sikelianos echoes some of the values of “community con-
sciousness”, an ideological proposition based on philosophers 
such as Friedrich Nietzsche and theoreticians such as Oswald 
Spengler, according to whom “community authority is proposed 
instead of parliamentarism, [and] Christianity [is seen] in the 
spirit of an archaic mystery”.28 One of the basic conceptual princi-
ples of this worldview is the phrase the poet repeatedly uses in 
his writings when he refers to the “Promethean state of man”. 

25. Evangelos Kaltsounas, Tonia Karaoglou, Natali Minioti, Eleni Papazoglou, 
“‘Communal Hellenism’ and Ancient Drama Performances in Greece (1975-1995): 
The Ritual Quest”, in Journal of Greek Media and Culture 7, no.1 (2021): 77.

26. Andreas Ioannidis, “Ο αισθητικός λόγος στο Μεσοπόλεμο ή η αναζήτη-
ση της χαμένης ολότητας” (“The Aesthetic Discourse in the Interwar Period or 
the Search for the Lost Totality”), in Yorgos Mavrokordatos (ed.), Βενιζελισμός 
και αστικός εκσυγχρονισμός (Venizelism and Urban Modernisation), (Heraklion: 
University of Crete Press, 1988), 383.

27. Palmer-Sikelianos, Ιερός Πανικός, 82-83.
28. Glytzouris, “Resurrecting Ancient Bodies”, 2102.
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According to Kremmydas, Sikelianosʼ idealism is “part of the Eu-
ropean occult movement [...] which he communicated with and 
which he was trying to influence in order to make it more 
Greek”.29 On the other hand, the Delphic Idea was also based on 
the “communalist” proposal, which expressed the ideals of the 
major Anti-Enlightenment ideological movement: “a synthesis of 
the communities of the Aryan race in that ‘diamond of the Earth’ 
(Greece) based around the metropolis of Delphi”.30 In a docu-
mented attempt to dissociate Sikelianos from reactionary ideol-
ogies, Svoronos suggests that in the case of Sikelianos, “starting 
with a grid of ideas that has been, fairly or not, the ideology of 
European fascism, [...] did not lead the Greek thinkers to the 
same destination. [...] They escaped the danger [...] and joined 
the camp of freedom and justice and played an important role in 
the struggles of Greek people”.31

By implementing Sikelianosʼ ideological project, Eva Palm-
er-Sikelianos inaugurated a new period in the staging of ancient 
tragedy in Greece, although she was not a professional theatre 
director. Being a lover of Richard Wagner, she conceived Pro-
metheus as a Gesamtkunstwerk. With an ideological basis in the 
movement of Neo-Romanticism (Wagner, Nietzsche), and hav-
ing adopted Neo-Romantic theatrical models (Isadora and Ray-
mond Duncan, Parisian Symbolist theatre), Palmer-Sikelianos 
gathered all these influential elements and transformed them 
into a unified theatrical experience, setting up a directorial inter-
pretation in which she instilled her personal intuition along with 
her artistic criterion, and thereby weaving into the canvas of the 

29. Κremmydas, “Ο ιδεολογικός κόσμος του Άγγελου Σικελιανού”, 15-16.
30. Glytzouris, “Resurrecting Ancient Bodies”, 2102.
31. Nikos Svoronos, “Προτάσεις για τη μελέτη της ιδεολογίας του Σικελιανού” 

(“Suggestions for the Study of Sikelianos ’Ideology”), in Nea Estia 1306 (1981): 
1598.
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Delphic Idea the iconic introduction of Greekness. Thus, “through 
the rethinking of Greekness in the area of myth and symbols, 
each historical period of Hellenism could now interpret equiva-
lently any other one”.32 The community at Delphi was, therefore, 
a kind of ark that preserved antiquity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, a step-by-step analysis of all the theatrical and 
ideological factors of the Delphic Festivals shows that the archa-
ic, Byzantine, and modern folk performances of Eva Palmer-Sike-
lianos and Angelos Sikelianos were really made up of Neo-Ro-
mantic materials and consisted of various divergent eras, styles, 
and elements. First, the performing space, which initially com-
prised a scenography created as an expressionist construction 
with realistic intentions, found its real destination, three years 
later, in a stage of archaic modernism, whose ultimate goal was 
to highlight the timeless landscape. Second, the costumes had, 
of course, an ancient look but were made on the loom and con-
formed to the trend which Palmer-Sikelianos had already adopt-
ed at the Symbolist Theatre in Paris; they were also influenced by 
the Arts and Crafts movement of that era. Third, the musical 
composition resembled Byzantine hymns but was created for a 
western-type orchestra hidden inside the fake rock, following the 
Western European model of the musical accompaniment of an-
cient tragedies. Four, the famous chorus movements, although 

32. Antonis Glytzouris, Η σκηνοθετική τέχνη στην Ελλάδα. Η ανάδυση και η 
εδραίωση του σκηνοθέτη στο νεοελληνικό θέατρο (The Art of Directing in Greece. The 
Emergence and Establishment of the Director in Modern Greek Theatre), (Heraklion: 
University of Crete Press, 2014), 425.
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they reproduced representations found on ancient Greek vases, 
actually resulted from the influence that Édouard Schuré, con-
temporary dance tendencies, Isadora Duncan and the Avant-Gar-
de had on Palmer-Sikelianos. Five, the Christian figure of Pro-
metheus, although it was supposed to indicate the continuity 
between antiquity and Byzantium, was in fact an expression of 
contemporary mysticism pertaining to the occult movement. 
Even the ideological background of Angelos Sikelianos and Eva 
Palmer-Sikelianos was built with Neo-Romantic materials. It was 
made to represent all phases of Hellenism (ancient Greek, Byz-
antine, and modern folk culture) but in its background one can 
detect movements of the late nineteenth century (Symbolism, 
Decadence, Aestheticism) as well as a critique of the French En-
lightenment and Parliamentarism.
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ABSTRACT

This essay aims to discuss an ongoing organised citizen mobilisa-
tion for urban bathing in public spaces. Even though there are 
several isolated studies on collective bathing practices carried 
out in urban public space, there is still limited research that has 
delved into the different examples by bringing them together, 
comparing them and understanding their underlying mecha-
nisms. In response to this gap, this essay begins to collect and 
unravel citizen initiatives related to bathing waters, recognising 
bathing waters as urban activators due to their political, social 
and spatial impact. Therefore, in this essay, the urban bathing 
practices found to date are analysed and classified into three 
main groups: cases preserving existing public bathing spaces; 
practices reprograming existing open urban waters into bathing 
waters; and processes reinventing old public bathing scenarios. 
Furthermore, the underlying mechanisms identified so far have 
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been summarised into three key themes: (i) inland European cit-
ies are the most active in testing new bathing water models; (ii) 
the collaboration, policy framework and resources are essential 
in these processes; and (iii) design is the tool to enable experi-
ence and iteration.

Keywords: bathing waters, urban landscape, water culture, public 
space, communal practices

Introduction1

“Bathing water” is a term used by the European Union since the 
1970s to refer to all natural surface waters suitable for human 
bathing in Europe.2 The European Union recognises that open 
bathing is one of the most important leisure activities in the con-
tinent; it also contributes to personal well-being and social 
equality. Policies safeguarding bathing water quality and man-
agement, as well as the exchange of bathing water information, 
are laid down in the EU Bathing Water Directive (BWD) original-
ly introduced in 1976 and updated in 2006. This BWD preserves, 

1. This study is part of my doctoral research on collective bathing spaces at 
the University of Roma Tre, Department of Architecture, Italy. The supervisors 
of this research are Professors Michel Beccu and Giovanni Longobardi. This es-
say was edited by Quintin Lau. Special thanks to Bagni Popolari, Pool is Cool, 
and Hotel Regina for sharing their testimonies and for providing some of the 
images in this study. Thanks to Piet Tutenel for his valuable feedback on the 
essay.

2. Official Journal of the European Union, Directive 2006/7/EC of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council of 15 February 2006 concerning the man-
agement of bathing water quality and repealing Directive 76/160/EEC, https://
eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:064:0037:0051: 
EN:PDF.
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protects and improves the environment and minimises human 
risks.

Although European directives exclude the waters in hu-
man-made architecture for bathing (for instance, spas, swim-
ming pools, thermal complexes), I will use the term “bathing 
water” for all waters programmed for the practice of bathing 
which are public in character, without distinction between natu-
ral and artificial bathing spaces. This means that, in this study, 
bathing waters are open or enclosed, completely designed or 
simply improvised, warm or cold. Moreover, my research as-
sumes that water necessarily has a spatial connotation associat-
ed with it and, therefore, water indicates space. For this reason, 
this study does not refer to water spaces but, rather, to bathing 
waters or bathing spaces.

The presence of bathing waters is capable of greatly trans-
forming the space3 and behaviour4 of nearby human and other 
living beings. Some European citizens already had acknowledged 
rivers, fountains, ponds and other public waters as their urban 

3. Just as water transforms the natural landscape, its presence, use and 
management influence the construction of the built environment. Water deter-
mines the cities we inhabit and has the capacity to transform them. See Alain 
Corbin, The Lure of the Sea: The Discovery of the Seaside in the Western World, 1750-
1840, trans. Jocelyn Phelps (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), and 
Carl S. Smith, City Water, City Life: Water and the Infrastructure of Ideas in Urbanizing 
Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014).

4. “Collective bathing spaces may be called queer by definition in their in-
sistence on reinvention and appropriation on bringing our bodies into public 
life”; see Christie Pearson, The Architecture of Bathing: Body, Landscape, Art (Cam-
bridge: The MIT Press, 2020), 24. “The function of the baths is the creation and 
recycling of private and public fantasies, the transactions between them and 
the invention, testing and possible introduction of new forms of behaviour”; see 
Rem Koolhaas, Elia Zenghelis, Madelon Vreisendorp, and Zoe Zenghelis, “Exo-
dus, or the Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture”, in Casabella No 378 (1973): 42-45.
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bathing playground since the urban drift of the 1800s, defying 
municipal bans where they existed or freely bathing in less mon-
itored waters. “Swimming/bathing guerrilla”5 has continued ever 
since and has played an important role in raising awareness of 
the citizens’ need for bathing waters. Nevertheless, I discuss 
something that has been developing from the 1970s to the pres-
ent day and is going beyond mere acts of social disobedience: an 
ongoing organised citizen mobilisation for urban bathing in pub-
lic space. After a period of time when free bathing spaces became 
dissociated from urban spaces and routines, such mobilisation is 
currently making a comeback in European cities, activating a re-
newed political, social and spatial dimension.

Even though there are several isolated studies on collective 
bathing practices carried out in urban public space, there is still 
limited research that has delved into the different examples by 
bringing them together, comparing them and understanding 
their underlying mechanisms. In response to this gap, this essay 
begins to collect and unravel citizen initiatives related to bathing 
waters, recognising bathing waters as urban activators due to 
their political, social and spatial impact. Based on the examples 
analysed, in order to understand the apparatus behind their per-
formance, we formulate three research questions: (RQ1) “in 
which cities do we find public bathing waters activating the ur-
ban landscape (where)?”; (RQ2) “what causes these practices to 
emerge (why)?”; (RQ3) “in what way do these initiatives take 
shape in space (how)?”

5. “Swimming/bathing guerrilla” is a term used by individual or communal 
initiatives claiming urban swimming/bathing to refer to actions of social diso-
bedience (for example, bathing in waters where bathing is not allowed, placing 
ponds in the public space without permission, etc.).
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Methodology

To answer our research questions, this essay first researched the 
ongoing urban bathing spaces that fulfilled three premises: be-
ing recent examples, being initiated by individuals or communi-
ties, being performed in public space. The sources used are the 
following: books and architectural magazines focused on the 
theme of bathing spaces, citizen practices and public space acti-
vation; the city itself through the observation of bathing waters 
and bathing spaces; digital platforms, where the initiatives re-
port on their activity, such as websites, blogs and Instagram, 
Facebook or Twitter accounts; the actors behind the initiatives by 
conducting interviews with them.

Therefore, the urban bathing practices found to date have 
been analysed and classified into three main groups: cases that 
are preserving existing public bathing spaces, either by safe-
guarding water quality or protecting architectural structures; 
practices that are reprogramming existing open urban waters 
into bathing waters (for example, making them accessible, usa-
ble, clean and safe);6 and processes that are reinventing old pub-
lic bathing scenarios, now extinct, in communal settings adapted 
to the present context. Having investigated the practices, insights 

6. Water, if you do not know how to behave in it, is a very dangerous medi-
um in which you can easily drown. This danger factor has made the waters of 
seas, rivers and lakes very feared and swimming has become essential knowl-
edge in the last two centuries; in fact, learning to swim is part of the school 
curriculum in many Western countries. To ensure safety in the water, in the first 
instance, this knowledge must be transferred. In addition to learning to swim, 
there are other ways to improve water safety: the presence of lifeguards, the 
design of swimming aids, the implementation of basic rules or the develop-
ment and communication of information material.
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have been extracted that can shed light on the discussion of the 
three research questions.

Findings: Ongoing Practices

Preserving existing public bathing spaces. Switzerland is one of the 
countries where existing public bathing areas have been best 
preserved. Proof of such preservation is found in the city of Zu-
rich, where original baths from the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury are still in use and people freely bathe in the river Limmat 
(Figure 1), and in Basel, where bathing in public fountains is an 
enduring tradition highly supported by the city council and the 
company that manages the water, the Industrielle Werke Basel 
(IWB). This is due to three reasons: firstly, it is a privileged situa-
tion where the water comes directly from the Alps to the cities, 
not being polluted along its course; secondly, there is a long tra-
dition of using water for bathing in both cold and warm forms; 
and finally, there are clear policies about water quality and the 
safety of bathers established for a long period of time. In this con-
text, an evocative example of the continuity of a public bathing 
space based on safeguarding the protection of an existing archi-
tectural structure is the process related to the reconstruction of 
the Bains des Pâquis (Baths of Pâquis) in Geneva. Since its open-
ing in 1872, this bathing space has been very popular among the 
citizens of Geneva. The Bains des Pâquis are located on the Lake 
Geneva and became public property in 1890. Forty years later, the 
original wood structure was demolished and rebuilt using con-
crete according to the project of Louis Archinard and Henry Ro-
che. In 1980, the town of Geneva wanted again to demolish and 
rebuild the existing baths, which triggered a huge mobilisation 
of neighbourhood protests that led to the foundation of the As-
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sociation d’usagers des Bains des Pâquis (AUBP). The AUBP 
sought to convince the city council that the citizens did not want 
the new structure and that it was not technically necessary. There 
were many meetings between architects and officials, but the 
citizens failed to stop the reconstruction project, which was ap-
proved of in 1987. The AUBP then decided to call a referendum so 
that the citizens could decide whether they wanted the new 
structure or the renovation of the existing baths. The results were 
against the demolition, and the city of Geneva entrusted the res-
toration and management of the Bains des Pâquis to the AUBP. 
The project was carried out by a team comprised of architects 
Marcellin Barthassat, Claude Butty, Gabriele Curonici and Jacques 
Menoud, as well as the engineer Jean-Pierre Cêtre, and the AUBP 
became the administrator of the space.

Reprograming existing urban waters into public bathing waters. Most 
European inland capitals are built around rivers, a landscape 
where, until the 1900s, people washed their clothes, bathed, 
sailed or fished. After industrialisation, many of them were re-

Figure.1. Unterer Letten, Zurich. Christian Senti. 2022
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signed to a purely infrastructural programme (for example, trans-
portation, industrial discharge, energy production). However, 
“the gradual migration of heavy industry from urban centres in 
the 1980s and 1990s has led to urban waterways becoming, once 
again, a contested space in many cities”.7 In the German capital 
Berlin, already in 1997, two recently graduated architects at the 
time, Jan Edler and Tim Edler, envisioned the possibility of repro-
gramming an urban canal in the city for bathing and designed a 
large natural pool.8 They enthusiastically submitted their project, 
called Fluss Bad Berlin (River Bath Berlin), to the city council, 
which found the idea to be very good but unrealistic. The project 
remained forgotten until the Edlers presented it to the Lafarge 
Holcim Award 2011/2012, one of the world’s most important 
awards for architecture and sustainable urban development. In 
this case, their proposal was one of the winners. This laid the 
groundwork for the founding in 2012 of a non-profit citizens’ or-
ganisation, which was joined by thirteen other bathing enthusi-
asts who are working together with the city of Berlin on imple-
menting the project in the city. Other initiatives with similar ob-
jectives have emerged in European cities such as Paris, where the 
Laboratoire des baignades urbaines expérimentales (Urban Ex-
perimental Bathing Laboratory) have been recovering the canals 
and fountains of the capital through weekly bathing events held 
since 2012, or Vienna, where Schwimmverein Donaukanal (Dan-
ube Canal Swimming Club) was founded in 2020 to bring back 
the tradition of bathing in the Danube.

Other existing urban waters to be reprogrammed as bathing 

7. Andreas Ruby, Yuma Shinohara, and SAM Schweizerisches Architektur-
museum (eds), Swim City (Basel: Christoph Merian Verlag, 2019), 11.

8. A “natural pool” is a chlorine-free water surface with a water monitoring 
system that is as close as possible to what a natural body of water would be.
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spaces are public fountains, which are spaces that, before water 
reached the households, were vital social meeting points in the 
urban landscape. That communal role was gradually lost and 
public fountains remained in most cases as decorative spaces de-
prived of their initial use. Nevertheless, it is very common in 
Western cities to see more and more waves of people cooling off 
in public fountains during heat waves, whether bathing is pro-
hibited or not. These are clean open urban waters, more inviting 
and safer than the waters of rivers, ponds or lakes. It could be im-
agined that existing urban fountains could easily become urban 
bathing waters, but there are limited examples of practices that 
are going further than the swimming/bathing guerrilla.

With the aim of giving back to these spaces their social impor-
tance, and of linking the latter with the tradition of bathing, the 
collective Hotel Regina has been converting existing fountains in 
Switzerland into warm bathing waters since 2016. For this pur-
pose, they train Chauffeurs/Chauffeurrsses des fontaines (water 
heating experts) and look for water spaces with potential. Al-
though the collective had started this process as a swimming/
bathing guerrilla, at that time their perseverance joined togeth-
er the interests of a range of agents, making an institutionalised 
conversion feasible. The idea was inspired by the city of Basel, 
where citizens are allowed to bathe in any of the city’s fountains, 
including the historical ones, during the summer. As bathing in 
fountains was already possible in the warm months, Hotel Regi-
na wanted to invite the citizens of Basel to be able to bathe in the 
cool months as well, following a historical Swiss culture of warm 
water bathing. However, the water in the springs of Basel is cold, 
so Hotel Regina devised some strategies to heat it, including the 
invention of a mobile wood stove. In addition, the collective de-
signed a specific ritual to perform the bathing practice.

The events in which a fountain is heated (Figure 2) are called 
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Brunnen gehn (Fountain Goes). First, the so-called Chauffeurs/
Chauffeursses des fontaines heat the water in the existing foun-
tain to a comfortable temperature, circa 39ºC. The bathers are 
then welcomed so that they can begin the bathing ritual. A life-
guard ensures compliance with bathing rules and general 
well-being. As these events had a great reception and growth in 
the beginning, Hotel Regina created a specific platform for all the 
issues related to fountain heating called Pro Fontaines Chaudes 
(Pro Hot Fountains).

Reinventing bathing scenarios. Baden, which means “bathing” in 
German and whose mineral waters naturally spring up at 47ºC, 
has seen over time how these public waters have been gradually 
privatised in favour of tourist use. Bagni Popolari (Popular Baths) 
started its activity in 2012, when the last public bathing space was 
closed for demolition and was rebuilt as part of a major new pri-
vate project mainly for travellers. It was this fact that led Bagni 
Popolari to start questioning the ownership and management of 
water, or the future bathing possibilities in the city. From then on, 
they combined knowledge and strategies to “give the [bathing] 

Figure 2. Brunnen Gehn in Fountain Stachelschützen, Basel.  
Dominik Dober / Hotel Regina, 2021
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water back to the city”.9 The first project of Bagni Popolari was the 
Verenabäder (Verena Baths), a temporary water pool built using 
formwork beam, which was constructed in 2015. The structure 
was filled with fresh thermal water and was freely accessible to 
all. In 2017, during the demolition of the last public bathing 
space, Bagni Popolari ran up a second project, the Thermal Was-
ser Spiele (Thermal Water Games), a small temporary bathing 
architecture right next to the demolition site. Due to the success-
ful results of the two ephemeral experiments, subsequent proj-
ects had a more permanent character. Thus, in 2018, Bagni Popo-
lari began the renovation of an existing bathing space dating 
back to 1299, the Bad zum Raben (Bath for the Raven). The proj-
ect, which takes the name of the original structure, had two main 
objectives: on the one hand, to study the feasibility of gradually 
restoring the existing bathing space, and, on the other hand, to 
use the space as a hub for exhibitions on bathing-related topics. 
Their latest project, operating since 2021, is called Heissen Brun-
nen (Hot Fountains). It consists of several mineral bathing waters 
at 37ºC and 43°C on the banks of the river Limmat with open ac-
cess. Such bathing waters provide a great free alternative for lo-
cal people as opposed to the new, large, privately developed 
bathing structure. In addition to the water ponds, there are foun-
tains for drinking and foot bathing, as well as showers, benches 
and other elements that facilitate pre- and post-bathing rituals.

Another initiative is Pool is Cool, which fights for reintroduc-
ing open-air public bathing waters in Brussels. This initiative was 
started because the European capital, unlike other European cit-

9. Simon Axel, “Wir wollten der Stadt das Wasser wiedergeben” (“We want-
ed to give the water back to the city)”, Hochparterre, accessed February 22, 2022, 
https://www.hochparterre.ch/nachrichten/architektur/wir-wollten-der-stadt-
das-wasser-wiedergeben (my translation).
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ies, did not have any public outdoor swimming pool. Its objec-
tives are, firstly, to call on the municipal authorities to take urgent 
measures to overcome the lack of bathing spaces, and, secondly, 
to provide urban waters for the enjoyment and well-being of cit-
izens. To this end, they uphold different strategies based on ac-
tion, research and design. The association began to take root in 
2015 when they joined the Big Jump Brussels,10 which encour-
aged them to practise swimming/bathing guerrilla. Their events 
took place not only in rivers but also in public fountains, ponds 
and other water bodies found in the city. However, in 2018, they 
changed their strategy by inventing Expedition Swim, a mixture 
of collective events and investigations that explored and tested 
possible outdoor bathing scenarios in the existing waters of Brus-
sels. In their first architectural project in 2016, the year the asso-
ciation was officially established, they built a small temporary 
bathing artifact using scaffolding and wood, located in a poor 
area of the city (Figure 3). That prototype was called Badeau, and 
for three summertime weeks it became an urban activator and 
regenerator, showing “to what extent water is an element of ur-
ban scenography but also a powerful catalyst for the playfulness 
of public space”.11 After the success of their first project, in the 
summer of 2017, Pool is Cool ran the biggest public open-air pool 
in Brussels, an ephemeral bathing space on a terrace outside the 
Centre for Fine Art (BOZAR). In 2018, instead, for one day they 

10. Big Jump is an open-source event founded by the European Rivers Net-
work in 2002, which aims to raise awareness of how valuable freshwater re-
sources are and how important it is to preserve them. Each year, a common date 
is set for the event across Europe, and different groups sign up to join it. The 
event consists of plunging, swimming and bathing collectively in threatened or 
privatised waters.

11. Gilles Debrun, “Badeau. 2016. Architecture: Pool is cool”, Architecture.ur-
ban.brussels., https://architecture.urban.brussels/nl/interviews/gilles-debrun.
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transformed a huge existing roundabout in the North District of 
Brussels into a bathing water. The project was called The North 
Beach. A fourth ephemeral bathing space was about to be built 
in 2020 but could not be carried out due to the Covid-19 pandem-
ic. The precedent pop-up projects served the association in 
spreading the debate about urban bathing waters in a very effec-
tive way, gathering different agents through the bathing experi-
ence itself. Therefore, in 2021, Pool is Cool built a more durable 
bathing space that has been an important step for the associa-
tion.12 The space is called FLOW, an outdoor public water that 
operates in summer. This last project has been widely acknowl-
edged and was one of the five finalists of the European Prize for 
Urban Public Space 2022.

12. Amelie Poirel, “FLOW, un projet continu” (“FLOW, an ongoing project”), 
in A+, accessed September 8, 2022, https://www.a-plus.be/fr/projet/flow-un-
projet-continu/.

Figure 3. Badeau, Brussels. Paul Steinbrück / Pool is Cool, 2016
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Underlying Mechanism: Inland European Cities as the 
Laboratory for Testing Free Communal Bathing

Claiming waters far from the sea. The urban bathing practices found 
to date, which fulfilled the three premises set out in the method-
ology, have emerged in European cities that do not have immedi-
ate access to coastal waters. It has been precisely in these inland 
environments, in the absence of any urban or natural structure 
that guarantees open bathing, where communities and citizens 
have reacted before the public administration, being the initiators 
in the production of bathing spaces. Thus, cities such as Brussels, 
Berlin, Paris, Vienna, or Zurich, among others, have become the 
laboratories in which new, unconventional ways of reintroducing 
free communal bathing in the city have been tested. The present 
urban landscape offers a vast stage for experimentation because 
of its variety of potential bathing waters and its diversity in the 
agents involved: existing local initiatives, enthusiastic bathers, 
experts from different disciplines, private entities and public ad-
ministration. The potential bathing waters include rivers, lakes 
and hot springs, but also ponds, fountains and misused spaces.

Open alliances, soft policies and communal funding. The examples 
analysed and classified reveal that alliances are crucial for the 
initiation of similar processes. All the collectives involved in the 
production of bathing spaces strive to work together with a broad 
spectrum of agents in the beginning: bathers, artists, architects, 
engineers, biologists, lawyers, local universities, city museums, 
already existing initiatives and other interested groups. In the 
cases studied, it has been observed that over time these alliances 
accepted other agents to take part, such as the public administra-
tion, private entities or new members. This openness has helped 
initiatives to adapt to the needs and give continuity over time to 
the use of bathing waters.
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On the other hand, in the interviews with the initiatives, the 
agents confessed that, in order to stabilise the freedom and stim-
ulation we observe in the analysed practices, both a robust insti-
tutionalised political order and the existence of a consolidated 
“public realm” 13 are necessary for its initiation, durability and 
enlargement. For this reason, these projects are born in cities 
that already have mature and soft policies to monitor water qual-
ity,14 protect ecology, guarantee the safety of bathers, establish 
responsibilities, give citizens tools for self-government, or man-
age the guardianship of public spaces.

Finally, to carry out these projects, it has been necessary to 
find funding for their implementation. Some of the processes 
analysed have found support in public or private organisations 
which support projects in the field of urban planning and urban 
development, not at the initial moment but once the transforma-
tion potential of public bathing water spaces has been demon-
strated. For that initial moment, however, other collaborative 
economies have boosted communities and citizens to initiate 
these processes, through crowdfunding, donations or member-
ships.

Materialisation in space enables experience and iteration.15 In the 
cases presented in this study, the materialisation of the attitudes 
in space has been realised through the design of prototypes, 
events, rituals, maps or gadgets.16 Thus, design has concretised 

13. Hannah Arendt, La condición humana (The Human Condition), trans. Ramón 
Gil Novales (Barcelona: Paidós, 1993).

14. David Sim, Soft City: Building Density for Everyday Life (Washington, WA: 
Island Press, 2019).

15. Harry Francis Mallgrave, From Object to Experience: The New Culture of Ar-
chitectural Design (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018).

16. In contemporary European cities, certain attitudes and ideas of citizens 
manage to have an impact on physical space: they materialise, take shape and 
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real testing to explore the potential of free bathing in the city. 
Indeed, urban bathing “requires architecture”17 to allow the em-
bodiment in water to be realised.18 The ways in which design 
achieves the transformation of urban public waters into public 
bathing waters are varied: by building concrete facilities such as 
changing rooms, access to the water, pools, enclosures, dams, or 
areas to relax after bathing; by organising collective events to re-
claim urban waters; by reinventing rituals of bathing in public 
space; by producing and providing maps to the citizens; or by in-
venting and implementing devices to heat, move and filter the 
water.

Therefore, design works as a mediator for the performance of 
water and, ultimately, of space. Performing water in public space 
affects and effects agents,19 stimulates spatial agency,20 influenc-

are put into practice in the built environment; see Sofie De Caigny et al., Flanders 
Architectural Review, No 14, “When Attitudes Take Form” (Antwerpen: Vlaams 
Architectuurinstituut, 2020). “The role that bathing plays within a culture re-
veals the culture’s attitude toward human relaxation. It is a measure of how far 
individual well-being is regarded as an indispensable part of community life”; 
see Sigfried Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1948), 628.

17. Pearson, The Architecture of Bathing: Body, Landscape, Art.
18. “Architecture […] unfolds its specific reality only in use”; see Sophie 

Wolfrum and Alban Janson, The City as Architecture (Basel: Birkhauser Verlag 
GmbH, 2019), 35.

19. The practices performed by an actor in the presence of other agents in-
fluence the behaviour of observers. Actions have an effect on them by triggering 
a reaction, and/or affect them by influencing their subsequent actions; see 
Christopher Dell, The Improvisation of Space (Berlin: Jovis, 2019).

20. “Spatial agency” is a concept that is detailed through architectural ex-
amples in the book Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture by Nishat 
Awan, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till (London: Routledge, 2011), 50-55. The 
authors choose to bring these two concepts together, on the one hand, because 
“spatial does not so much replace architectural as a term, but radically expands 
it”, and, on the other hand, because “agency is described as the ability of the 
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es future actions21 and ensures its permanence.22 Moreover, de-
sign is essential to promote further bathing spaces. By perform-
ing the bathing spaces, agents involved in their production and 
users testing them envision, from real experiments, what these 
spaces can offer in similar or different situations. In the reproduc-
tion of spaces, a long iteration project is initiated over time, add-
ing new layers of design to the already tested structures. It should 
be noted that the initiators of bathing spaces are generally in 
charge of their management, laying the foundations of an open 
design, which facilitates the inclusion of changes or improve-
ments.

Conclusion

Recognising public bathing waters as urban activators, we 
learned: first, that the principal cities, where processes of activa-
tion are being tested, are far away from the coast (see RQ1); sec-

individual to act independently of the constraining structures of society; struc-
ture is seen as the way that society is organised”. The two terms together define 
an architecture that serves as a platform to provide individuals with agency, so 
that they can take creative, ecological, political or social action and be an active 
part of changing our built environment. The same theme is discussed in a later 
book that also brings together examples of “spatial practices” that embrace pol-
itics, activism, performance, care, architecture and urbanism in the public 
realm: Melanie Dodd (ed.), Spatial Practices: Modes of Action and Engagement with 
the City (London: Routledge, 2019).

21. The baths constitute a collective facility of great social importance in the 
urban context. They are a “social condenser” built around water with the capac-
ity of bringing “hidden motivations, desires and impulses to the surface, to re-
fine them for recognition, provocation and development”; see Koolhaas, Zeng-
helis, Vreisendorp and Zenghelis, “Exodus, or the Voluntary Prisoners of Archi-
tecture”, 42-45.

22. See Arendt, La condición humana.
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ond, that, behind the practices re-emerging for bringing back 
open bathing to the cities, we find strong alliances, soft policies, 
and public and collaborative funding (see RQ3); third, that the 
role of design is crucial in the materialisation of the ideas in space 
for its use and impact.

Urban bathing waters, understood as a public realm in our 
cities, are once again, as they were in the past, a desired social 
space for citizens in the European context and other Western so-
cieties.23 In the case of bathing practices, they are also acknowl-
edged as “important pleasures [to be] experienced within a social 
framework”,24 reclaiming the right to social enjoyment. To re-en-
joy urban waters, citizens join together and seek the support of 
institutions using design-based spatial transformation tools.25 
On the other hand, institutions are opening to negotiation to 
speed up public space making. This fact gives rise to very inter-
esting, negotiated processes in public spaces from which we can 
learn alternative ways of producing the city.

The processes observed in this study succeed in satisfying var-
ious needs of the contemporary city: (i) to offer a free space for 
citizens’ performances, a space in which consumption is not the 
main driver and which has been given new value after the pan-
demic; (ii) to provide the opportunity to cool off in the summer 
months in the context of global warming in a space free of cost, 
especially important for populations with fewer resources; (iii) to 
react to immediate needs in a resilient way, benefitting from the 
knowledge and motivation of interested agents; (iv) to increase 

23. See Ruby, Shinohara and SAM Schweizerisches Architekturmuseum, 
Swim City.

24. Henri Lefrebvre, Łukasz Stanek, and Robert Bononno, Toward an Archi-
tecture of Enjoyment (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 136.

25. David Harvey, Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution 
(New York: Verso, 2012).
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the participation of citizens in the production of space, which 
contributes to better management of the complex urban land-
scape; and finally, (v) to develop sustainable systems for cleaning 
and water management, or technologies to reduce water con-
sumption and improve the urban climate.

In addition to broadening the collection of ongoing processes 
related to public bathing waters in the European urban context, 
important aspects that support the growing demand for existing 
free bathing spaces could be further investigated in parallel. 
Such aspects include the importance of water quality and ecolo-
gy, the benefits of bathing for the well-being of citizens, and the 
advantages of bathing waters for mitigating urban overheating. 
Other interesting future work includes trying to understand what 
the situation is like in other contexts where bathing has different 
connotations from those it has in Europe: spirituality, mysticism 
or superstition.
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Performance, Space, City: 
“Delivery Theatre” Experiences During  

the Covid-19 Pandemic

Katia Trifirò and Cristiana Minasi
University of Messina, Italy

ABSTRACT

Considering an unprecedented historical event such as the Cov-
id-19 pandemic, this essay aims to explore the case of “Delivery 
Theatre” in Italy during the closure of theatres. This is an artistic 
modality inspired by the experience of the actor Ippolito Chiarel-
lo (“Barbonaggio Teatrale”), who performs his plays not only in 
the theatre but also on the street or in non-theatrical venues, on 
small stages, selling them in pieces. Since December 2020, this 
format has been performed in Messina by the Carullo-Minasi 
Company, as an opportunity to “meet” the city. The two artists 
presented their programme with a view to transforming the pan-
demic restrictions into an opportunity for widespread artistic 
action, reaching above all the city suburbs, where theatre is too 
often denied.

Combining a theoretical and an artistic perspective, this spe-
cific case study is analysed in relation to similar experiences in 
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several Italian cities. In particular, we present, in the first part of 
this essay, the social and political meanings of the “Delivery The-
atre”, and, in the second part, its dramaturgical modalities, scenic 
characteristics and results. Some of the issues that emerge are: 
the central role of the “theatrical relationship”, achieving an ac-
tive participation of the spectator and expanding the theatrical 
event beyond its traditional, material and institutional bounda-
ries; theatre as a “tool” having an effective impact on society, es-
pecially in a historical period of separation, isolation and fear; the 
possibility of imagining and animating new and different audi-
ences; the actors as “nomads” who, in a collective emergency, 
rediscover their original identity.

Keywords: delivery theatre, city, performance, community, rela-
tionship

Theatre, the Covid-19 Pandemic and Public Space

The Covid-19 pandemic represented a dramatic event for the per-
forming arts industry, which had already been affected by precar-
iousness and economic difficulties.1 In February 24, 2020, all the-
atre activities in Italy were suspended to prevent the spread of 
the virus. During the first, severe lockdown, for more than three 
months takings were reduced to zero. The restart, from June 
2020 until the second lockdown during the autumn, was only 
partial and full of challenges, also due to the imposition of rules 

1. This work is the result of a dialogue started some time ago between Katia 
Trifirò, researcher in the Performing Arts at the University of Messina, and Cris-
tiana Minasi, actress, author, stage pedagogue and currently a doctoral re-
searcher at the same University. The first three sections have been written by 
Katia Trifirò, and the final two sections have been written by Cristiana Minasi.
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regulating social distancing, safety protocols for performers and 
spectators, and the modalities of fruition of both theatrical plac-
es and events.

In this context, the pandemic emphasised the overall fragili-
ties of the system, with reference to the problems of finding re-
sources, production organisation, the legislative framework and 
institutional and cultural policies. The loss was minor for those 
who recovered a part of their profits from government support 
measures, but the most serious consequences affected the more 
commercial subjects (private theatres and companies) and, 
above all, independent artists and small theatres.2 It became 
clear, in particular, the inadequacy of work and welfare regula-
tions, which did not take into account the specificities of the per-
forming arts professions, and of culture in general. At the same 
time, this stalemate accelerated institutional intervention to 
make the long-awaited law on the performing arts (“Codice dello 
Spettacolo”) a reality.3

For all these reasons, the pandemic has imposed a profound 
rethinking about the performing arts system, both internal and 
external. This process has mainly concerned institutional set-
tings, economic issues, and cultural policies. Above all, artists, 
critics and operators discussed the role of theatre in contempo-
rary culture and society, taking their starting point from the pan-
demic closure in order to focus on the meaning and value of the-

2. Oliviero Ponte Di Pino, Un teatro per il XXI secolo. Lo spettacolo dal vivo ai 
tempi del digitale (Theatre for the 21st century. Live Performance in the Digital Age), 
(Milano: Franco Angeli, 2021), 169-188. All English translations from works orig-
inally in Italian are mine.

3. On these topics, see Livia Cavaglieri, Il sistema teatrale. storia dell’organiz-
zazione, dell’economia e delle politiche del teatro in Italia (The Theatre System. History 
of the Organisation, Economy and Policies of the Theatre in Italy), (Roma: Dino Audi-
no, 2021). 
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atre as a common good, especially at a time of collective crisis, 
fear and isolation. 

The attempt was made to imagine shared solutions to allow 
theatres to reopen after the closure, but also in order to avoid 
losing contact with the public during the months of the imposed 
suspension of live theatrical activities. The proposals, therefore, 
addressed not only the future of theatre, focusing on themes and 
issues hitherto reserved for academic circles, such as the use of 
digital media and its consequences or the role of criticism,4 but 
also the current time of the pandemic, in terms of the possibility 
for theatre communities to keep the dialogue between actor and 
spectator open, in order to continue theatrical activities even 
during the pandemic.

Despite the closure of theatre buildings, performers tried to 
imagine different spaces they could reach their public, showing 
in this research a deep need to work on the theatrical relation-
ship, beyond and outside the production, distribution and organ-
isational system. Fundamental was the role of digital media, 
which offered a virtual space of sharing and fruition to theatre 
companies. This is evident from the many streaming activities 
started by single artists and several theatre institutions, until the 
controversial proposal of a “Netflix of culture” announced by Cul-
ture Minister Dario Franceschini on the 18th of April 2020.

From this point of view, the opportunities opened up by the 
web have encouraged a variety of artistic experiences seeking to 
explore new forms of communication and expression, in connec-
tion with the dramaturgical possibilities of the new technologies. 

4. Andrea Zardi, “Drammaturgie del distanziamento: danza e spazio pub-
blico nell’era del post-covid” (“Dramaturgies of Distancing: Dance and Public 
Space in the Post-Covid Era”), in Ilaria Riccioni (ed.), Teatri e sfera pubblica nella 
società globalizzata e digitalizzata (Theatres and the Public Sphere in a Globalised and 
Digitalised Society), (Milano: Guerini e Associati, 2022), 266.
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On the other hand, the principle of a profound incompatibility of 
the live performance with the mediation of a screen has led art-
ists to explore different ways of meeting the spectator, while re-
specting the rules imposed by the emergency state.

This second perspective involves the artists’ use of urban 
space as a rediscovered place for a new relational dimension, a 
place which is not limited to outdoor theatrical activities but, 
rather, turns into an opportunity to practise new public rituals of 
participation, sharing and aggregation, thus giving expression to 
a social need denied by the danger of contagion. During the pan-
demic, while the domestic space became an obligatory place of 
daily time, in a process, also mediatised, of redefining the bound-
aries between inside and outside, public and private,5 the empty 
city turned into a stage for performative actions of objectivisa-
tion, enacting and problematising the condition of isolation and 
the experience of the lockdown.

However, the forms of contact created by actors and dancers 
in the desertification of streets and squares above all activate ar-
tistic and political processes of self-reflection on the status of the 
artist and the public, restoring the relational nature of perfor-
mance, apart from the simply spectacular dimension. Re-appro-
priating public space, with a performative action of a strong sym-
bolic value, means creatively imagining a possibility of dialogue 
between theatre and the city that goes beyond the confines of 
the stage, taking on a range of practices that break down tradi-
tional production, organisation and distribution patterns.6

5. See Chiara Borroni, “Prove di libertà. La ritrattistica d’attore ai tempi del 
lockdown nel lavoro di Riccardo Ghilardi” (“Trials of Freedom. Actor Portraiture at 
the Time of the Lockdown in the Work of Riccardo Ghilardi”), in Cinergie – Il cin-
ema e le altre arti 21 (2022): 123-135, doi: https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2280-9481/ 
14310.

6. With reference to dance and choreography in shared public space, Zardi 
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In the new and unexpected pandemic situation, the theatre 
has used the urban environment to escape from the limits of the 
buildings designated for performance and to involve the outside 
space. In this process it is important to consider the legacy of the-
atrical research, during the 20th century, with regard to the re-
definition of theatre space:

In the 20th century, theatre people mistrusted the prearranged, 
“neutral” but preventive space; they do not believe in the neu-
trality of a space with respect to artistic creation and, operation-
ally, they want to create their own space in the knowledge that 
the space of the performance and the inseparable space of the 
theatre are a sense of theatre. The theatre culture of the 20th 
century has, in the multiplicity of poetics and events, a strong 
unity and coherence in the research and experimentation of a 
theatre that is possible, and that makes sense.7

The emphasis is on the system of relations of which space is an 
active part, focusing on modes of fruition, both inside and out-
side theatres. Nowadays, those experiences continue to germi-
nate and, in times of collective emergency, seem to live again in 
the challenge of generating theatrical communities in places of 
everyday life, such as streets and squares temporarily subtracted 
from their usual function and providing a space for new imagina-
tive possibilities.

speaks of “decolonising the art paradigm in relation to the current system of 
production and distribution” and of “creation of new terms and languages”; see 
Zardi, “Drammaturgie del distanziamento”, 269.

7. Fabrizio Cruciani, Lo spazio del teatro (The Space of Theatre), (Roma-Bari: 
Laterza, 1992), 143.
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“Delivery Theatre” Experiences

The experiences of “Delivery Theatre” occurred between these 
two poles, theatre and the city, in the context of the pandemic and 
the suspension of theatrical activities, and were originally inspired 
by a performative research in the urban space realised by the actor 
Ippolito Chiarello. Since the autumn of 2020 the format of “Deliv-
ery Theatre” has spread to several Italian cities, as short perfor-
mances delivered to the spectator for a symbolic price.

Developing the idea of “Barbonaggio Teatrale” (“Theatrical 
Bargaining”), Chiarello defines himself as an actor - but also as a 
cultural agitator and social provocateur - who trains himself to 
“create a sentimental relationship with the audience”. Chiarello’s 
project was born in 2009, well before the pandemic, from his dis-
comfort with the Italian theatre system and his desire to take a 
new direction. For these reasons, since then Chiarello has been 
staging his plays not only in theatres but also on the street or in 
non-theatre places, selling them in pieces. Starting with his de-
but at the Castel dei Mondi festival in Andria (Puglia, Italy), 
co-producer of the play “Fanculopensiero Stanza 510”, Chiarello 
sets a price for each piece of the play and, using a price list, dis-
tributes it to the passing public. The spectator chooses the piece 
and pays for it; the actor performs it, also trying to explain the 
meaning of the experience. Usually, the play is performed in the 
theatre in the evening, but it often becomes an autonomous ar-
tistic proposal.8

8. Since 2009, “Barbonaggio Teatrale” has stopped in more than 300 cities/
places in Italy, and has travelled in Europe, reaching Barcelona, Madrid, Paris 
and Nantes, London, Berlin, and Vancouver in Canada. Since 2010, “Barbonag-
gio”, from an individual experience, has become a movement followed by many 
artists. Since 2010, an event called “Artisti barboni per un giorno” (“Barbon art-
ists for a day”) has been organised in Lecce (Puglia, Italy) every year, with the 
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Spreading theatre culture and restoring dignity to the actor’s 
profession are two of the premises of this artistic proposal, which 
during the pandemic closure of theatres spread all over Italy not 
only in protest but, above all, to reaffirm the importance of the 
theatre at a time of crisis, enhancing it as a common good and 
restoring a direct relationship with the public. The political value 
of “Delivery Theatre” became even stronger during the state of 
emergency, highlighting the artist’s function in society not as an 
entertainer but as the guarantor of a fundamental, necessary 
task like that of doctors or teachers. 

This gave rise to the idea of artistic “USCA” (“Special Units of 
Artistic Continuity”), taking up the idea of health units, which, 
according to Chiarello, in a utopian state, should comprise a doc-
tor, a nurse and an artist. Chiarello writes: 

I simply proposed to my colleagues, in Italy and abroad, to join 
a thought and not a bureaucratic network. I proposed to already 
existing and similar experiences and to the artists or companies 
that wanted to repeat my modality to use a single voice, because 
I am sure that in this way we can forcefully show that we are 
moving and that we are ready to reinvent ourselves, first of all to 
react to an emergency and, secondly, because we believe in a 
systematic action towards the public, which should then contin-
ue in the future, out of emergency and in the forms that each 
one will then choose.9

participation of many artists from various parts of Italy and abroad. On this oc-
casion, each of the participants has the opportunity not only to present their 
own artistic proposal, but also to reflect on and discuss together about art as a 
common good and the profession of the actor. See Ippolito Chiarello, “Bar-
bonaggio Teatrale” (“Theatrical Bargaining”), https://www.ippolitochiarello.it/
barbonaggio-teatrale/, accessed January 9, 2023.

9. See https://www.ippolitochiarello.it/barbonaggio-teatrale/. The “Usca” 
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Explicitly echoing the imagery associated with motorcycle riders, 
the only ones allowed to circulate in deserted cities during the 
pandemic to deliver basic necessities, the artists continued to 
perform by taking their plays to public spaces, such as streets and 
squares, and to courtyards or under the balconies of houses, 
reaching new audiences, continued to “rebuild a new sense of 
community”, to “affirm through an artistic act a political thought”, 
to emphasise “that artists and performers are workers”.10 For all 
these reasons, in Italy and abroad, the different ways of “delivery” 
have taken on the meaning of “small acts of resistance”, or at-
tempts “to build relationships, in the desert of public space”11 and 
to reaffirm the radical nature of the theatrical experience, all the 
more essential in a historical phase of separation and fear.

A similar experience is that of the project “Consegne. Una per-
formance da coprifuoco” (“Deliveries. A curfew performance”), 
realised in Bologna during the second lockdown by the Ke-
pler-452 Company and inspired also by the figure of the rider. The 
actor, Nicola Borghesi, literally wearing the shoes of the rider, 
moves around the city trying to give meaning to the relationship 
with the person receiving the delivery, who, with the help of tech-
nology, becomes the protagonist of the performance. For the du-
ration of the moped ride, rider and customer are connected, of-
fering an otherwise impossible perspective on the urban void. 
The Company writes:

At a time when reflection rages on which activities are essen-
tial and which are not, we wanted to ask ourselves what is essen-
tial for us and what might be essential for the audience, through 

network by Chiarello involved 50 companies, 170 artists, 13 regions, 50 cities, 3 
countries, 2 continents.

10. See https://www.ippolitochiarello.it/barbonaggio-teatrale/.
11. Ponte di Pino, Un teatro per il XXI secolo, 178.
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a very concrete question: what would you like to receive in your 
home right now? And then, again, other questions, to ask each 
other in the deserted night of the curfew: what does it feel like to 
hear the doorbell ring? What do you expect? A wonder, a nui-
sance, an unexpected visit, a gift, the Gestapo, pizza? Were you 
less lonely before? Why did people go out in the evening? Why is 
this second lockdown so much more terrible and desperate than 
the first? What happened to the banners saying “everything will 
be OK”? What is left for us to do now? “Consegne” is a privateer, 
absurd, economically unsustainable art action. “Consegne” is an 
improbable meeting at an unthinkable moment between an ac-
tor dressed up as a rider and a spectator dressed up as a receiver 
who stubbornly try to understand each other in a deserted, dark 
city.12

In the same context, there is the experience of “Favole al cito-
fono” (“Fables on the Intercom”) by Teatro dei Venti, in Modena, 
as part of Ippolito Chiarello’s “Usca” network. Each booking in-
cludes a minimum of five tales of the same Fable and a payment, 
to be shared with neighbours, with Gianni Rodari’s stories at 
home. The Fables are told exclusively over the intercom, not only 
for the children but for anyone who has the desire to have this 
experience, which also delivers theatre in front of school win-
dows or shop windows. The project extends to “Favole al telefono” 
(“Fables on the Phone”) or on Zoom for people in homes for the 
elderly and other residential facilities.13

12. See the “Consegne. Una performance da coprifuoco” website, accessed 
January 9, 2023, https://kepler452.it/CONSEGNE-UNA-PERFORMANCE-DA-CO-
PRIFUOCO.

13. See the “Favole al citofono” website, accessed January 9, 2023, https://www.
teatrodeiventi.it/blog/2021/03/17/favole-al-citofono-nuovi-appuntamenti/.
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The Carullo-Minasi Company’s Theatrical Research  
in Messina’s Urban Space

Sharing the artistic and political premises of the “Delivery Thea-
tre” started by Chiarello, a project has been launched in Messina 
by the Compagnia Carullo-Minasi since 11 December 2020,14 not 
only as a practice, with the aim of concretely bringing theatre 
outside institutional buildings, in direct contact with the city and 
its inhabitants, but more radically as an opportunity to build, 
through theatrical action, “places of meeting and knowledge - 
places of love”. That is, according to a suggestion by Giuliano Sca-
bia, “a theatre open on all sides - a theatre of participation”15: 
spaces rediscovered by the community and for the community, in 
which one experiences the value of relationship, in its authenti-
cally human dimension.

For Giuseppe Carullo and Cristiana Minasi, bringing “theatre 
outside the theatre” is the desire to create relationships in “places 
of experience”, those which, according to Cruciani, reveal how 
“the diversity of which theatre consists” needs “a space that pre-
sents its normality not with respect to the idea of theatre but 

14. The modalities and rules of these “deliveries” are indicated on the Com-
pany’s website, on the page dedicated to the “Delivery Theatre” (accessed Jan-
uary 9, 2023, https://carullominasi.wordpress.com/delivery-theatre-carullomi-
nasi/). The experience, in the emergency context of the pandemic, continued 
until the first six months of 2021. Subsequently, it was turned into a festival di-
mension, through the organisation no longer of single, short performances but 
of entire spectacles in outdoor places, as Cristiana Minasi reports in the final 
section of the essay. 

15. Giuliano Scabia, “Cos’altro c’è da fare se non costruire il Paradiso Terres-
tre?” (“What Else Is There to Do but Build the Earthly Paradise?”), in Renzia D’In-
cà (ed.), La città del teatro e dell’immaginario contemporaneo. Teatro d’arte in/civile 
(The City of Theatre and Contemporary Imagery. Un/civil Art Theatre), (Corazzano: 
Titivillus, 2009), 16. 
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with respect to everyday social life”,16 especially at a historical 
moment when public space is negated in its community, aggre-
gating and socialising function.

Another important aspect for understanding the “Delivery 
Theatre” experience concerns the reaffirmation of the theatre as 
a common good, belonging to the community in all its expres-
sions, “to be cared for also in the interest of future generations”.17 
That is a principle asserted by Giuseppe Carullo and Cristiana 
Minasi, who work in a specific urban space such as Messina, 
where the current, extraordinary artistic flowering recognised by 
academic and militant critics is paradoxically matched by the 
precariousness of the places of art and culture, always at risk de-

16. Cruciani, Lo spazio del teatro, 179. 
17. Ugo Mattei, Beni comuni. Un manifesto (Common Goods. A Manifesto), (Ro-

ma-Bari: Laterza, 2011), 27.

Figure 1. Scene from the Delivery Theatre in Messina by the Carullo- 
Minasi Company. Photo, courtesy of Gianmarco Vetrano, photographer
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spite the courageous efforts of companies and single artists who 
attempt to establish themselves in the territory.

Asked a few years ago about these issues, during a project on 
theatre and education, the Company admitted the urgency of a 
collective path that puts artists and the city on the same side, 
since theatre is first of all a human experience and a reason for 
research and proposals: “When we are denied meeting places 
and spaces, we have to claim them, recover them”, says Minasi, 
“considering theatre an instrument of thought and democracy. If 
theatre is content and silent, it can become an instrument of re-
gime and propaganda. Instead, the scene can be the democracy 
of being together crossed by education as a question in pro-
gress”.18 

A dimension emerges that is both utopian and playful, that is 
based on the nomadic and popular tradition of the actor’s art, 
which still revitalises in the present time an ancient history and 
can suggest an alternative and different way of thinking about 
theatre, opposing relationship, participation, community to sep-
aration, passivity, isolation. As Guarino writes, “the exit from the-
atre restores action to elemental conditions, and to the funda-
mental meanings of presence. The organised disorder and pro-
vocative recognised charisma in the interventions of actors’ com-
munities are the legacy, cyclically denied and rediscovered, of the 
frequencies and knowledge of nomadism”.19

18. Cristiana Minasi, “Interview with Cristiana Minasi”, in Lorenzo Donati 
and Rossella Mazzaglia (eds), Crescere nell’Assurdo. Uno sguardo dallo Stretto 
(Growing up in the Absurd. A View from the Strait), (Torino: Mimesis Journal Books, 
Academia University Press, 2018), 108.

19. Raimondo Guarino, “Luoghi e azioni. Introduzione a un’inchiesta” (“Plac-
es and Actions. Introduction to an Enquiry”), in Raimondo Guarino (ed.), Teatri 
luoghi città (Theatres Places Cities), (Roma: Officina Edizioni, 2008), 23.
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New Audiences and Nomad Performers

The forced closure of theatres concerned the whole industry, 
forcing or perhaps allowing us to experience a new journey and 
find a new “audience”. Spectators were no longer invited to our 
home, the theatre building, but joined at home. The performer, 
in general, repeats in an enclosed space dynamics that are always 
the same, in the dimension of a comfortable repetition of a place 
that is always different from city to city, but always the same. 
During the pandemic it was different: it was about going out to 
conquer new people and new territories, in a theatrical dynamic 
renewed because it was spatially and temporally diffused. A un/
stable theatre, which is in movement and action, even during the 
breaks between performances, in a rewriting of the urban space 
given by the various passages that formed a network of gazes 
which reconstructed a “further theatre”, was coupled with “con-

Figure 2. Scene from the Delivery Theatre in Messina by the Carullo- 
Minasi Company. Photo, courtesy of Gianmarco Vetrano, photographer
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scious everydayness”. A city re-enabled and re-inhabited, where-
by attention is paid to something that does not belong to the 
everyday but that restores value to it, in which everyone became 
an integral and active part of an “open-air theatre”, in the im-
mense “empty space” of the existing. As sociologist Gemini ar-
gues,

society resorts to theatre whenever it feels it must affirm its ex-
istence. Said otherwise, individuals and social groups need to 
represent and give themselves in performance to themselves in 
order to continue to exist, transforming themselves, which is 
why the rate of collective theatricality increases in times of crisis 
and change.20

Our response to the pandemic, through the “Delivery Theatre” 
experience, despite being felt as something extremely innova-
tive, actually only proposed the principles that have always ani-
mated theatre since its origins: nomadism and creativity. “In es-
sence, street theatre is the actor occupying a space of experience 
and attracting attention [...] that is, it is the actor on a stage 
placed everywhere (in this ‘everywhere’ is the meaning of street 
theatre) or the space of wonder with the effect of the trans-
formed city”.21 

And so, in effect all theatrical performers, a few excluded, 
have reinvented themselves by finding their identity in being 
guarantors - in opposition to what was required by health regu-
lations - of “presence as relational awareness”.22 

20. Laura Gemini, L’incertezza creativa. I percorsi teatrali e comunicativi delle 
performance artistiche (Creative Uncertainty. The Theatrical and Communicative Paths 
of Artistic Performances), (Milano: Franco Angeli, 2003), 161.

21. Cruciani, Lo spazio del teatro, 92.
22. Gabriele Vacis, “Presenza come consapevolezza relazionale” (“Presence 
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Crisafulli, who has dedicated all his theoretical and practical 
work to the “theatre of places”, maintains:

The place is not a work. It is reality. It is not the fruit of the work 
of a single author and does not possess the coherence of a writ-
ten text. It derives from and lives in relation to complex process-
es to which nature and man contribute. It is infinitely articulat-
ed, experienced and alive, charged with memory. During the 
work, the place requires the members of the group to be inhab-
ited, experienced, perceived with all the senses, for a certain 
period. It requires an immersion and a relationship of sensitive 
exchange.23

This is a plural relationship that unleashes energies of present, 
past and future memory, a stratified relationship with one’s own 
performance that already has a life but needs to vary and shape 
itself according to the site, in relation to the living, complex, in-
terrelated fabric of presences, stories, functions, relationships 
given by the hic et nunc of the performance. Again Crisafulli: “Giv-
ing form from the place therefore means bringing heterogene-
ous entities together on a coherent level, and reworking them to 
make them act poetically, and in a concatenated manner, in the 
performance”.24 Everything is generated by the performance as it 
unfolds, in a resonance of invention and action that end up coin-
ciding, in a process that does not allow any separation between 

as Relational Awareness”), in Acting Archivies Review 20 (2020): 105, https://www.
actingarchives.it/review/archivio-numeri/32-anno-x-numero-20-novem-
bre-2020/232-presenza-come-consapevolezza-relazionale.html.

23. Fabrizio Crisafulli, Il teatro dei luoghi. Lo spettacolo generato dalla realtà (The 
Theatre of Places. The Spectacle Generated by Reality), (Dublin: ArtDigiland, 2015), 
62-63.

24. Crisafulli, Il teatro dei luoghi, 62-63.
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inside and outside, in a return of influences, evocations, sugges-
tions that the place proposes to the artist who becomes the de-
miurge of past memories, present presences and future construc-
tions, in a temporal rebound that makes circularity the essence 
of its form and content at the same time. 

Outcomes of this Experience: From Creating 
Performances to Organising Festivals

“The ‘generating’ gesture of theatre is seen in this occupation of 
space to find the centre of things and of itself so that the commu-
nity represents itself”.25 Theatre is the art of observation but also 
the art of communication, which, restored to its etymological 
dimension, is “cum/munis”, the art of bringing together mutual 
gifts. The pandemic has certainly returned to the theatre the risk 
of losing itself and, therefore, perhaps also of finding itself again 
by starting from its “zero state”. A theatre that returns to being a 
public space because it has highlighted, as never before, the need 
to be there for one another: the spectator for the actor and the 
actor and the spectator in a reciprocal condition that has rewrit-
ten the dramaturgy of places, returning them to their original 
and circular “design”. Thus, from the space of the theatre as a re-
lationship, to the space of the city as a utopian reconquest of the 
value of citizenship. The latter is not

a given acquired once and for all, but rather a process that never 
ends and that is nourished by many contributions, both theoret-
ical and practical, of different matrixes [...]. To create is to resist. 
To resist is to create, as Stephane Hessel, French partisan survi-

25. Cruciani, Lo spazio del teatro, 93.
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vor of the extermination camps, said. But today even this is no 
longer enough, we need to re-learn not only how to resist but 
also how to coexist, because the quality of the existence of each 
individual within the single human community is linked to the 
quality of the existence of all the others, we need to regain that 
utopia, in the sense of a beautiful place (eu-topos) and not just 
a non-place (ou-topos), which alone can help collectively coun-
ter the drift of society towards an ever larger and more hetero-
geneous assemblage of efficient consumers.26

In fact, in the context of the Carullo-Minasi Company, we have 
already organised and directed three diffuse theatre festivals 
since the “Delivery Theatre” realised in the pandemic phase: “Tra-
monti” (July-August 2021), in the San Rizzo Hills of Messina; “Fon-
do Teatro” (June 2022), at the Forte Petrazza amphitheatre over-
looking the Strait of Messina; and “La Scuola del Teatro” (Decem-
ber 2022), which, for three days and with no less than nine per-
formances, inhabited the spaces of the Passamonte School, the 
Botanical Garden and the Gardens of the Faculty of Legal Scienc-
es in Messina. 

In short, this is a contingency that, step by step, has been 
transformed into a far-reaching visionary project, the conse-
quences of which can be seen in something that is still in pro-
gress and in the making, yet to be historicised and that perhaps 
translates and will translate into recurring organisational and 
programming practices. A renewal of an all-embracing vision 

26. Laura Gobbi and Federica Zanetti, “Teatro ed educazione alla cittadinan-
za. Tra re-esistenze e sconfina-menti: le possibilità di un teatro necessario” 
(“Theatre and Education for Citizenship. Between Re-existences and Trespass-
ing: The Possibilities of a Necessary Theatre”), in Laura Gobbi and Federica Zan-
etti (eds), Teatri re-esistenti. Confronti su Teatro e cittadinanze (Re-existing Theatres. 
Discussions on Theatre and Citizenship), (Corazzano: Titivillus, 2011), 15-16.
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that invests in actors, authors and audiences, but above all organ-
isers and institutions that shift their gaze to recompose a lost 
community. A “cultural welfare” that promotes the principles of a 
new grammar of “civic imagination”,27 capable of spreading across 
multiple spaces. An ecological approach and methodology that 
rediscovers the need for people to represent themselves within 
their own world, to find themselves and situate themselves.
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CEThe essays collected in Performing Space are intent on moving forward

the discussion about the relevance and significance of the interrelation
between performance and space. Besides, in virtue of the fact that the
contributors to the volume have different disciplinary or artistic back-
grounds, this collection is aimed to initiate an interdisciplinary exami-
nation of performance and space, and to foster a mutually enlightening
dialogue among areas as diverse as philosophy, architecture, perform-
ance theory and practice, theatre studies, anthropology, literary theory
and pedagogy. Performing Space establishes an international forum,
where the provenance, the conceptuality and the contemporary poten-
tialities of performance are discussed and brought to bear on the built
environment, both past and present. The essays in the first section of
Performing Space, “Performance, Theory, Space”, endeavour to reflect on
theoretical and epistemological issues that concern the status and con-
ditions of artistic performance, space or both, by having recourse to writ-
ings by Friedrich Nietzsche, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Hannah
Arendt and Jacques Rancière, among others. The second section, “Per-
forming Space: Applied”, comprises essays focusing on case studies of
actual performances and evaluating the outcome of specific performa-
tive events. The essays in question acknowledge and analyse the signifi-
cance of particular spaces and their evident impact on the corresponding
performances.
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