Daring to Embody:
notes on performing futures with the elements

di Pedro de Senna and Carolina Pucu

Abstract

This article offers the theoretical foundations for, and a reflection on, the
workshop ‘Performance for Futures: the four elements’, which we delivered at
the conference The Discovery of the Future, on the 7" June, 2024 in Trento. Ma-
king use of well-established approaches to performance training (Lecoq, 2002;
Chekhov, 2002; and others), which take the natural elements — Earth, Water,
Air and Fire — as bases for physical expression, the workshop examined our
relationship with the time after now from the point-of-view of the elements, as
embodied by the participants, exploring the interplay between pasts, presents
and futures, both human and nonhuman. In doing so, we were engaging in an
effort to decolonise the future and deconstruct hegemonic narratives, by com-
bining an arts-based approach with indigenous thought, framed by the concept
of the monstrous.

Keywords: Indigenous thought; Performance for Futures; embodiment; decolo-
nial; monstrous

Territorial acknowledgement

We would like to begin by acknowledging that the territory
we tread is the ancestral knowledge of the first peoples of what
is now known as Brazil: we learn from them and pay them our
respect.

We also acknowledge that the territory we tread is not only epis-
temological, but also physical: that the lands our families occupy and
currently inhabit are lands that have been for centuries under the stew-
ardship of more than 300 indigenous peoples. We owe them a debt
and our allyship in defending and promoting their rights. We do not
write here on behalf of indigenous peoples, or in their place — rather
we write with them, starting from them.
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Theoretical background

Indigenous thought and monstrous aliens

As a starting point, we take an idea put forward by Yanomami
leader Davi Kopenawa (Kopenawa & Albert, 2013 p. 327) that West-
ern thought can be “full of oblivion” (p. 327). Our minds are full of
forgetting. Another indigenous leader, Ailton Krenak (2022), tells
us that “a thought full of oblivion is a body without memory” (p. 4)
[our translation]. At the same time, several studies in neuroscience,
psychology and philosophy have pointed to the relationship between
memory and imagination (Benedek, Beaty, Schacter, & Kenett, 2023;
Michaelian, Perrin, & Sant’Anna, 2020; Gaesser, 2013; Schacter ez al.,
2012). Indeed, Krenak (2024) proposes that “[w]e need to reforest
our imagination”, an effort that perhaps “restores the power of life”
(p. 43) to help us avoid a world with a single narrative, lest we project
a singular future. Taken together, these propositions beg for a remem-
bering, if indeed we are to engage in acts of daring to imagine futures.

As Krenak (2024) tells us:

First of all, the future doesn’t exist — we just imagine it. To say that so-
mething is going to happen in the future doesn’t require anything [from
us], for it is an illusion. So you can deposit anything in there like in a
game of dice. (p. 59)

Singer-songwriter Caetano Veloso does precisely this with his song
‘Um indio’, released in 1976. Veloso offers us the image of a future
“after the last indigenous nation has been exterminated” [our transla-
tion], when an indigenous man will descend to Earth from a colourful,
shining star; magnificent, he will do and say things that we can’t quite
clearly tell. The song gives us the opportunity to speculate about the
implications of such an image of the future, an image that embodies a
paradox, in that the man in the song is both indigenous and alien.

In a 2023 article for the journal Futures, Giorgos Profitiliotis and
Kostas Theologou suggest that “a discovery of extraterrestrial life will
in fact be a production of knowledge that will lead to a new imaginary
built on ideas about both extraterrestrial and human life” (p. 3). They
go on to theorise and describe this discovery (and even the search itself
for extraterrestrial life) as ‘monstrous’, in that, among other characte-
ristics, it is ontologically liminal: “a phenomenon that disrupts the pro-
per symbolic order by inhabiting mutually exclusive categories” (p.6).

Indeed, the paradox embodied by the indigenous alien is also
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accompanied by a temporal paradox: Veloso (1976) sings about this
future arrival with certainty, acquired from having been witnessed —
“vira que eu vi” is the refrain repeated in the chorus. “He will come,
because I have seen it”, a construction of prophetic tones that also
resonates with Krenak’s (2024) notion of an Ancestral Future.

Profitiliotis and Theologou (2023) employ ‘thinking with mon-
sters’, “a critical research orientation that asks for a reconsideration of
the assumptions regarding [...] the future(s) we create and produce.”
(p.5), as a means “to enhance anticipation among stakeholder groups”
(p.9). Here, we are proposing thinking with the ‘monster’ of Veloso’s
imagined apparition — one that disrupts the organisational logic of our
imaginaries. In this, we are all stakeholders.

This logic, Krenak (2020) argues, sees the concept of ‘humanity’
as an abstraction that excludes other beings. He suggests that we can
instead experience the encounter with a mountain or a river not as
a resource, but as subjects capable of mutual affection.The river has
a voice, the mountain can be in a good or bad mood and there are kin-
ship relations, a common transit between humans and non-humans. The
inhabitants of the non-indigenous world, named by Kopenawa (Kopenawa
& Albert 2013) as ‘merchandise people’, seem unable to see, hear, or feel
the possibility of communication with what we conceive as not alive. Not
coincidentally, Profitiliotis and Theologou (2023) tell us that the search for
extraterrestrial life may lead us to reconsider “the vague borderline between
‘nonlife’ and ‘life’ on Earth” (p. 7).

So, the future of reforested imaginations is in fact plural: it includes hu-
man and nonhuman beings in shared bonds of kinship and belonging that
transcend our common understandings of life and time. As Krenak (2022)
put it, “The rivers, those beings that have always inhabited different worlds
and forms, are the ones that suggest to me that if there is a future to be
imagined, it is an ancestral future, because it was already here” (p. 70) [our
translation].

It is a way of thinking that allows us to conceive of time in a radically
different manner: the ancestral future differs from the future understood as
a progressive timeline (even one with endless directions and possibilities),
or as something that can be counted in seconds, minutes, years, one that can
be scheduled in the planners of a disenchanted life. Indeed, Alex Brostoff
and Jamille Pinheiro Dias, Krenak’s 2024 translators into English, point to
his conception of an “anti-teleological future, one that breaks free from the
logics of accumulation” (p. vii). Time does not march inexorably forward,;
thus, we can conceive of ‘river time’, and ‘mountain time’ — time that
carves and is carved, bends and is bent, erodes and is eroded.
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Experiencing and embodying rivers, mountains, the wind as
subjects expands our capacity to imagine futures from the positiona-
lity of these ancestral relatives about whom, and with whom, the first
peoples speak. We therefore ask: what if we understand the rivers to
be alive? Krenak (2024) exhorts us to “be like water, in matter and
in spirit, in our moving and capacity to change courses, or we will
be lost” (p.14). Shifting the perspective from a landscape seen as a
resource ready for exploitation to one that extends agency collectively
to other beings requires an effort of political imagination. As Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro (2024) explains, our relationships with the non-hu-
man world are not radically or ontologically distinct from inter-human
relations: they are always ethico-political. We see this notion applying
to how we relate to our multiple futures. The rule of progress cannot
be what defines our imagination anymore. To incite different futures,
we need to think with monsters and reconsider our “assumptions re-
garding [...] the future(s) we create and produce”, as Profitiliotis and
Theologou (2023, p. 5) would have it. Elsewhere, Profitiliotis (2024)
has argued for “the beneficial in-betweenness of the monster” (p. 195)
as means to foster the moral imagination, which “can help humans
illuminate the manifold facets of hypothetical challenges and rehearse
potential responses to them” (p. 183).

But there’s the rub. This monster demands that our reconsidera-
tion is even more radical: “Instead of producing a future, we should
welcome this inventiveness that emerges through new people”, Kre-
nak (2024) tells us [emphasis in the original]l. He continues: “We
should consider how creativity and subjectivity emerge as capable of
inventing other worlds — this is much more interesting than inventing
futures” (p. 61). This is important, for two reasons: firstly, the idea of
‘new people’. Krenak is referring to children, with their ability to see
themselves as part of the natural world, but also their ability to invent
worlds, which they do, we posit, through play. Secondly, because of
this very shift in focus away from producing futures, and towards in-
venting worlds, alternative cosmovisions.

Performance theory and actor training
Play is always intersubjective — an intersubjectivity that, as we
have seen, involves other people, animals, mountains, rivers, plants.

It is also the fundamental attribute of theatre: all theatre is play, and
performance is particularly adept at world-building, generating and
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expressing cosmovisions. As de Senna (2015) stated elsewhere, “[n]
ewness does not come into being in and of itself. It happens between
agents” (p. 177). Inventing new worlds enables us to avoid the perils
of a dominant (white, non-disabled, cis-hetero patriarchal) narrative
— contributing to the effort of decolonising futures and avoiding the
trap of the singular present, most pointedly illustrated in the ‘Futu-
res Cone’ (Voros, 2003). This singular present was recently critiqued,
from an African perspective, with the notion of ‘baobabizing’ time
through the proposal of a new model, the Entangled Time Tree, which
acknowledges the interweaving of multiple presents, pasts and futures
(Terry et al., 2024).

Accordingly, the theatre can help us to reconnect with other reali-
ties, times, and different ways of being. Michael Chekhov (2002), one
of the great acting teachers of the twentieth century, proposes:

Try to experience or assume the psychology of persons of other eras
[...]. While doing so, try to penetrate their thinking without imposing
upon them your modern points of view. [...] Reject the dogmatic and
misleading notion that the human personality never changes but remains
the same at all times and in all ages. (p. 4)

This way of practising applies as much to the future as it does to
the past. And so, in a very literal sense, we propose ‘Performance for
Futures’ (Bacon & de Senna, 2022) as a means to re-member, to em-
body our thinking, to invent new worlds and images of the future, and
to explore the relations we have with those — to bridge the experiential
gulf in Futures Studies identified by Stuart Candy (2010).

Further, a Performance for Futures that is informed by indigenous
perspectives allows us to combat the atrophy of our capacity to feel
and build a sensitive way of learning and cohabiting with nature. Cru-
cially, it does so playfully, and physically — in a collective, experiential
and embodied manner. To that end, we employ approaches to perfor-
mance and actor-training, which take the natural elements as a basis
for physical expression. We borrow Jacques Lecoq’s (2002) proposed
“basing oneself on natural dynamics [...], using them for expressive
purposes” (p. 45), in order to approach futures-thinking in a manner
that is experientially non-human and identifies with the four elements.
“The main results of this identification work are the traces that remain
inscribed in each actor, circuits laid down in the body” (p. 46). In his
book The Moving Body, he phrases it very succinctly, in a way that
elides the complexity of the task: “I ask each student [...] to become
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the different elements of nature: water, fire, air, earth” (pp. 43-44). For
Chekhov, on the other hand, the elements describe qualities of move-
ment, which actors can apply to any motion: radiating (associated with
fire/light), moulding (associated with the earth), floating (water), and
flying (air).

In both actor-training approaches, the elements are used psychophy-
sically — that is, reinforcing the connection between mind and body,
facilitating the physical, material expression of the performer’s inner
life — their thoughts and feelings. More than offering purely a means
of expression where the physical is subordinated to the psychological,
a psychophysical approach to performance enables the body to affect
the imagination, feelings, thoughts of the performer. This dual fun-
ction — expressing and enabling — is particularly useful in the work of
Performance for Futures, in that participants can think and commu-
nicate through their bodies. Interestingly, writing about Ailton Krena-
k’s public talks, his editor Rita Carelli explains that “his thinking also
happens through the body.” She continues: “Ailton never prepares a
speech — he prepares himself for it” (in Krenak, 2024 p. 74).

This is what performers often describe as being ‘in the moment’.
It enables us to develop relationships with futures that go beyond the
cognitive; additionally, working with the elements, or ‘elemental ima-
gining’ as Ellie Nixon (2024) calls it “can also invite moment-to-mo-
ment affective potentials, as well as embodied relational frameworks
for apprehending and alerting us to our human-world interdependen-
cy” (p. 163). In other words, experiencing the world while performing,
say, ‘earth’, operates a reframing of our stance (both literally and me-
taphorically) toward our relationships with the present environment
and the time after now. The performer’s ability to transform and en-
gage in intersubjective play echoes Krenak’s (2024) “dance of affective
alliances, which involves me and a constellation of people and beings
through which I disappear [...]. I can just be a person in flux, capable
of making affective bonds and meanings” (p. 50).

So there is a ‘constellation of beings’ that communicate, and hu-
mans are just a part of this. Having ‘progress’ as the measure of our
achievement prevents the creation of the conditions for coexistence;
the very idea of ‘producing the future’ can be seen as ‘merchandise
speak’, as Kopenawa (might say. And while everything may be alive
and communicate, our senses seem to have been anaesthetised and
desensitised, incapable of learning from other, non-human bodies, our
thinking “filled with smoke and invaded by night” (Kopenawa & Al-
bert, 2013 p. 327).
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Theatre games can stimulate creativity through play and are ca-
pable of creating sensory memories in the body. They can bring clarity
of thought and allow us to imagine affective relations with the elements,
now occupying the position of subjects, rather than objects, enabling
cosmovisions that go beyond the singular present of the merchandise
people. After all, as Kopenawa says, “The wind does not blow without
a reason and the rain does not fall all by itself” (Kopenawa & Albert,
2013 p. 321).

The workshop

With all of the above in mind, we conceived of the workshop ‘Per-
formance for Futures: the four elements’, which we delivered at the
conference The Discovery of the Future, on the 7" June, 2024 in Tren-
to. The structure of the 90-minute session comprised three parts, each
followed by some time to reflect. In the first part, we asked participan-
ts to take the canvas bags they had been given at the conference, and
turn them into their future: a place where they put their hopes, fears,
aspirations... This is possible because of a

trick that we can learn from the theatre, that which defines it as an art-
form: theatre is the art-form that transforms people and objects into so-
mething they are not. [...] The power of transformation by means of
metaphor or metonymy in the theatre [...] enables us to invest objects
with special significance. In performance, words have the power to build
worlds: once we name an object within the context of play, this is what it
becomes in that world. (Bacon & de Senna, 2022, p. 207)

Once the transformation was effected, participants were instructed
to place their ‘futures’ on a series of hangers that were fixed to the wal-
Is in the room we were given; to take a few steps back and contemplate
these futures; finally, to walk towards these futures, being very aware
of how they were approached, physically. This was followed by a brief
reflection and discussion. A key observation here is how easy this pro-
cess of transformation was for participants — investing an object with
new life and meaning by simply willing it so. As Felisberto Sabino da
Costa (2007) observes, an object on stage “turns into a character, un-
dergoes metamorphoses, brings with it ludic, symbolic qualities, and
operates metonymic and metaphoric slippages” (p. 116) [our transla-
tion].
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In the second part, we led the participants through a series of simple
actor-training exercises, in which body and imagination work together
to allow the player-participant-performer to embody all four elements,
in turn — from air to water to earth to fire, to experience the sensations of
behaving like these elements. After these first manifestations, the players
(and we include ourselves in this group) are given the opportunity to
take one element of our choice and explore it further, developing a de-
eper (in the body) understanding of our being-as-air/water/earth/fire;
once we are more confident in the embodiments, we are invited to move
around the space, interact with one another: how does the earth meet
the water? How does the fire meet the air? Again, we pause to reflect.
We note how our encounters affect us, how we are capable of moving
and being moved, how we can transform and be transformed by them.
Indeed, one of the key skills developed in Lecoq’s performance training
method is disponibilité, making yourself open and available to your fel-
low players, so that their actions affect yours, and vice-versa (Murray,
2003).

In the final part of the workshop, we brought the first two exercises
together. Refocusing on our futures materialised by our bags, we appro-
ached them again, but this time in character, as our element. How does
the glacier (water) travel towards the future? This time the performers
were asked to pick their futures up and carry them around the space.
How does the wind enable it to fly? How does the future move with the
earth? Once again, the players were encouraged to interact (non-ver-
bally). At this point, something unexpected happened: unprompted,
participants started swapping their ‘futures’, so that by the end of the
exercise, all ‘futures’” had passed through everyone’s hands. How does it
feel, to have your future placed in the hands of a rolling stream of fiery
lava? The performers then placed the ‘futures’ back on their hooks, on
the wall — no longer necessarily holding the one that belonged to them
at the start; the bags/futures had become boundary objects, co-crea-
ted carriers of meaning (De Vos, De Marez & Emmanouil, 2024). The
players were asked to spend some time looking at them, still performing
as the elements, before disengaging and stepping out of character. Once
more, time was given to reflect, and discuss the experience.

Returning briefly to Lecoq, as well as disponibilité, the other two
key skills outlined in Simon Murray’s important 2003 introduction to
the French practitioner’s work are le jeu and complicité. While an expli-
cation of these concepts lies outside the scope of this article, it is fair
to say that through play (/e jeu) participants were open (disponible)
enough to establish a sense of togetherness and complicity (comzplici-
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té), which allowed them to stretch the parameters of the workshop.
This is important to bear in mind in its implications for an approa-
ch to futures work which is embodied. That is to say: the approach
proposed allowed for something to emzerge beyond the frame of the
instructions given.

Learnings and observations

The final discussion of the workshop gave us an opportunity to
reflect on the previous hour-and-a-half or so; given this was the first
time we delivered the workshop, participants’ insights and feedback
were very useful. These were complemented by further conversations
at the conference, after the session, and our thoughts since then on
developing this Performance for Futures tool. Some are not novel, but
still important; others are still emergent. We divided them into two
broad categories: insights and questions about futures, and insights
and questions about the tool itself. We share them here.

Insights and questions into futures-thinking:

Our imaginations are powerful: we can will things into being, in-
cluding futures (even if only for the duration of the workshop).

We can use our embodied imaginations to move and transform the
future.

What if we imagine the elements as subjects, recognising nonhu-
man agencies and subjectivities?

What shift does learning from the subjectivity of nature effect on
our imagination about the futures? (a paradigm shift?)

How do we learn to live in a world populated by these newly ack-
nowledged subjects? (What does the mountain have to say about mi-
ning?)

We might be able to anticipate different problems: what happens
to the earth’s climate, when all the marble, granite, lithium, gold are
extracted from the earth?

We can create new technologies making use of minerals from the
earth, but we cannot recreate the mountain that was lost in extracting
them.

Futures are open: “When I saw the future like the air, I felt like I
could go anywhere with it.”

Futures need care: “When I was earth, I was the Earth; I felt pro-
tective, like I needed to nurture and hold these futures and all the
other elements in it.”
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Futures are connected: “When our waters met, that’s when we
started mixing and moving together and exchanging futures.”

Futures evolve: “I was a mountain, but then I was a volcano and I
erupted and became fire; then I cooled down and became an obsidian
rock.”

Our futures are emergent, the result of many encounters in a com-
plex system of interconnected elements.

The elements are not always kind; we mustn’t imagine nature as an
idyll, and project naive futures: water can be a tsunami, the air a torna-
do; fire can be all-consuming, the earth can be an avalanche.

Insights and questions about the workshop and Performance for Fu-
tures (PfF) more broadly:

PfF teaches us to improvise and adapt; theatre-makers are parti-
cularly adept at making use of what’s available in terms of space and
resources (using the room).

How might we explore the idea of looking for the elements present
in the room itself? The breeze coming through the window, the marble
on the windowsill...

PfF helps escape the traps of ‘common sense’ and of imagining
used futures.

What value would there be in developing and recording the dra-
maturgies generated in the workshops? And how do we create this
record? Does this risk ‘fixing” a future narrative?

How can we better articulate the relations between the embodied
cognition of PfF and the metacognitive nature of anticipation/futures
literacy?

It is easy, in play, to lose sight of the futures: participants can get
carried away performing the elements and be too much in the present
— is this a problem? How to maintain a balance?

The key to keeping futures in mind might reside in working with
the evolution of the elements themselves — think of the water cycle, for
example; or the mountain turning to fire.

It is difficult to escape a certain anthropocentrism, for two reasons:
e We are anthropomorphising the elements, giving them human

form;

e Especially for non-theatre-trained participants, much of the player
remains present in the continuum between performer and ‘cha-
racter’.

How do we move from imbuing the elements with human subjecti-
vity to imbuing the human participants with ‘elemental subjectivity’?
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Translation and adaptation studies might help articulate this.

Relations between participants following the workshop also shi-
fted, and the elements we played contributed to bonds being formed
and re-formed. Not only did we look at the futures in different ways,
we saw each other in a new light.

Conclusion, daring to look ahead

What did “The Four Elements’ show us about how we might en-
counter our complex, interdependent, emergent futures? First, that
Performance for Futures is indeed a powerful methodological ap-
proach to reforesting imaginations and to decolonising futures from
cartesian modes of thinking. Second, that even a 90-minute work-
shop can yield valuable insights and point to different ways of en-
gaging with the time after now; giving more time to these activities
is something we are interested in doing. Third, that the very idea of
working with four elements is culturally located and might therefore
be limiting; in Chinese culture, for example, there are 5 elements
(wood, fire, metal, water, earth). How do other cultures conceptua-
lise these? What relations do they enable us to create, what stories
to tell?

Krenak (2020) suggests that we might still be able to experience
the pleasure of being alive — to dance, to sing — to tell just another
story to keep us going and postpone the end of the world (perhaps
not unlike Sheherazade postponing the end of her world). Perfor-
ming futures with the elements may well be a way through which
we permit ourselves to dare to collectively devise and embody these
stories. First peoples’ perspectives recognise life and agency in many
bodies that are not commonly seen as subjects, fostering new possi-
bilities of political and social imaginaries. Beyond this, Kopenawa
warns us:

The stones, waters, earth, mountains, sky and sun are immortal like the
xapiri. These are [beings] which cannot be destroyed and which we call
parimi, eternal. On the contrary, humans’ breath of life is very short. We
live a short time. (Kopenawa and Albert, 2013 p. 330)

The question that then poses itself to us is: how to engage with the

eternal and transcend our limited lifespans? One of the ways we have
learnt to do this in the West is through art — and for us here, theatre
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and performance in particular. By combining indigenous thought, per-
formance and futures we were able to open up our senses and ‘reforest
our imagination’, establishing a relationship with the non-human, an-
cestral bodies, which were hitherto seen as natural resources, objects
to a supposed unique human subject and subjectivity.

The hypothetical indigenous alien of Veloso’s song, this ‘monstrous
paradox’, ushers an encounter with a new and yet evident world. Pro-
fitiliotis and Theologou (2023) remind us of “monstrosity’s capacity
of expanding humanity’s flawed conceptual frameworks” (p. 7). The
song concludes that the knowledge and enlightenment brought by the
advent of that extraordinary visit will surprise us, not for being exotic;
but for having been hidden to us, when all along it will have been so
obvious. We already have the practices, knowledge systems and episte-
mologies to bring about these imaginings, which are perhaps our last
and most ancestral hope.
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