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At a public talk organised within the symposium 
“(re-)combining the in-between”, which took 
place last summer (2016) in Munich, Walter Heun 
asked me and several other discussants about 
the performances we found especially appealing. 
After a hesitation I said that what excites me most 
is when a performance attracts me even if I don’t 
understand it completely, when there is something 
intriguing, something that affects me strongly but 
I don’t know how to name it. And voilà: only a few 
days  later I attended Mårten Spångberg’s Natten 
at ImpulsTanz festival in Vienna. It is indeed one of 
the most intriguing artistic experiences I’ve had 
in many years, at the same time fascinating and 
obscure, familiar and strange, enjoyable and hard 
to describe. After I had a few talks with Spångberg 
in which I tried to find words to explain my excite-
ment about the piece, mostly in vain – the same 
struggle that I had with colleagues who disliked 
it – he proposed to me to write about Natten, which 
I already wanted to do myself, if only I knew how.

And here I am.
 After some time spent in digesting what 
I had seen I realised that I didn’t have a space in 
my head in which I could situate Natten. I can 
name it a theoretical-fiction performance and 
recognise some traces of Caravaggio’s tenebrism, 
Adorno’s negative dialectic (maybe), Deleuze, 
Merce Cunningham, Trisha Brown, Agamben, John 
Carpenter’s The Thing (suspiciously), Rancière, 
Negarestani, and Butler’s uninhabitable zones (too 
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and we see Mårten Spångberg adjusting the video 
image, a fog machine working, or dancers chang-
ing clothes on stage. Yet, the mysterious ambience 
is there. Apart from having fog in some moments, 
the lights are in principle strongly dimmed; some-
times they almost fade out and it is only com puter 
or smartphone screens that are left flickering, 
which drabs all the colours so that the perfor-
mance is almost black and white. Much more black 
than white, though. Dark grey is its main colour. 
In addition, there are some objects and object 
arrangements around: vases with bouquets of red 
roses, wooden sticks forming a tripod-like shape, 
shiny curtains or their tatters hanging from the 
sealing… Their purpose is unknown. A great variety 
of music is played throughout the piece, from 
contemporary experimental music (Greg Heines, 
Keiji Haino, Machinefabriek) to post-rock and punk 
(Joy Division, Tortoise) to R&B (Jhene Aiku, Prince, 
Justin Timberlake) and hip-hop (Kendrick Lamar, 
Future, Drake). Although disparate in many ways, 
most of the tunes are slow, sometimes reduced to 
an instrumental or additionally slowed down, and 
they evoke sadness and nostalgia. Dance move-
ments are also performed slowly, with released 
muscle tension and a relatively small spatial 
spread. There are no ecstatic bodies, big jumps, 
strong accents or anything that usually attracts our 
gaze. I see that these hardly visible creatures have 
a thin layer of artificiality or an emptied representa-
tion added to their pedestrian dancing bodies, but 
I don’t know what they represent. Their dance in 

complicated), and if I was to write an academic 
essay or a Ph.D. I would certainly rely on these 
references. But since I don’t have to respond to 
those sorts of demands I prefer acknowledging 
that these traces are rather well-known shortcuts 
that don’t help me much in thinking of Natten as 
Natten. Ok, that can be a problem. But I took it in a 
sporty way. And now I will try to perform the oppo-
site manoeuvre: instead of trying to explain the 
performance by the conceptual platforms I have 
in my head, I will try to ‘extend my head’, to open 
my perception and discourse, so that a new space 
for Natten can emerge from the very process of 
speculating, remembering, analysing, and trying 
to speak about it. It may be that our appreciation 
of art begins necessarily with the forgetting of art. 
Already for that, I appreciate Natten very much – for 
its unpretentious call to open up for a new experi-
ence, and travel towards the uncertain potentiality 
of my capa bility to think and talk about art. 
 To outline some material ground for that 
journey I would remark that Natten (‘The Night’ in 
Swedish) is a seven hour-long choreography, taking 
place during the night time, with nine dancers, who 
spend almost all that time on the stage, walking, 
sometimes sitting on the floor and checking their 
notes or just taking a rest, standing still, singing, 
and dancing in different group formations, rarely 
in solos. The atmosphere is dark and somewhat 
mysterious. However, it is not created as a fiction 
with highly professional theatre equipment, which 
hides its operating mechanism. It is made  manually 
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It was interesting to be a member of that audience, 
almost left alone with each other – together and 
alone, together with the piece and alone – and 
to observe us at the same time. There was one 
moment which was organised differently. It was ‘a 
time to sleep’, when the dancers were sitting on 
the floor and singing repetitively a very slow and 
gentle kind of folk song (Ásgeir’s “Going Home”, 
slowed down), which sounded like a lullaby. Most 
of us really fell asleep, and it was the only collec-
tive moment, the moment when the audience 
behaved as a group. That collectivity was, how-
ever, not an elaborated conceptual or ideological 
proposition. It was a physical, bodily practice 
– sleeping; not together, next to each other. 
Otherwise, the visitors and spectators organised 
their time and space individually. One synchronic 
overview went like this: a man sitting next to me 
leaned against the wall, let his smartphone rest 
on his lap, and took a nap. Two others, further on 
his left, were sitting in the same position while 
staring at the stage. A young woman on my right 
was reading the book Natten, which accompanies 
the performance. How can she read in the dark? I 
wondered. Can she? A post/former-hippie, middle- 
age couple in front of me brought some beer and 
lay on the floor in the spooning position. They were 
hot. I thought: in this anonymity of the audience, 
at 1 a.m., freed from expectations, and feeling cool 
for attending such a contemporary artistic event 
where nothing was forbidden, they would soon 
have sex. 

some moments looks like a historical quotation but 
most of the time I find it just abstract and dreamy. 
Due to the simultaneous slow-motion and effort-
less precision, it looks like the dancers materially 
and with gentle care create dance where a ghost-
like creature remains in the space after the dancers 
move away to another spot. There is something 
we can identify as sequences and scenes of the 
performance, but since everything is so slow and 
long, and the dramaturgy is spiral and wavy rather 
than linear, the temporality of Natten dissolves its 
own structure before our eyes and emerges as an 
indivisible, slowly rolling event. A ( ) hole. 
 The performance takes place in a gallery 
space (Hofstallung at mumok), with the audi ence 
sitting around but without physical participation 
in the piece. All the time there is the fourth wall 
between us, the performance and audience, and 
the performers never acknowledge our presence. 
In a way, the piece is arrogant: for all seven hours it 
doesn’t try to entertain us nor communicate what-
soever. But I must be honest: there is no arrogance 
in the piece. It is gentle and subtle, and at worst 
indifferent to us, the audience. That indifference 
may indeed be the worst because it vibrates with a 
tone of self- sufficiency. It is as if the performance 
says: I exist and you may as well not be here… I 
don’t need you to justify my existence. I just invite 
you to travel with me. If you want. The communi-
cation that circulates in the room is loose, pretty 
open, and in fact everyone can find her place. If 
only she wants to.
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then lose interest and look around. Then I would 
get back and try to predict how the new dance 
sequence would develop. I vaguely remembered 
that formation, with three of them dancing together 
and one alone, far from the group. Very often I 
would follow one particular performer (Hana Lee 
Erdman), whose precision and grace I adored. I 
tried to understand why I was always able to recog-
nise her in that half-dark, and I caught my thought: 
although all the performers were well concentrated 
and there was almost no difference in their per-
forming mode, that one performer embodied the 
very thought of the piece. But what was the thought 
of Natten? … I would observe Hana Lee Erdman 
again: she in fact dances as if she leaves the traces 
of former movements visible like long-exposed 
photographs. Then I would briefly comment on that 
to my girlfriend sitting next to me. She would add 
another comment and we would start chatting on 
some unrelated topic. Then I would go back to the 
video, where the image of fog was still lingering 
over the screen. Or once I just closed my eyes and 
enjoyed listening to Prince’s “Purple Rain”… 
 Attending Natten was similar to travelling by 
the night train, in a compartment with a stranger. 
Travelling the whole night… to Istanbul, let’s say. 
And during the travel, my co-traveller would some-
times address me. Sometimes, I would reply. In 
some moments we would talk. Then, since we don’t 
have much to share, the conversation would fade 
out… And he would take a nap. I would observe 
him. I would notice rapid movements of his eyes, 

 Some people later said that they “didn’t get 
much from the performance.” I tried to understand 
that impression, since I got this huge burden which 
obsesses me and about which I don’t even know 
how to speak without shattering it. One explanation 
that came to my mind is that you in fact got what 
you gave. If you were mostly busy with checking 
Facebook – and nobody on the stage prevented 
you from doing that – of course you didn’t get a lot 
from the performance. You are not Napoleon, in 
mythology known for his ability to hold his focus 
on four things at the same time. So, this might be 
the state of affairs: you yourself didn’t pay attention 
to what was happening on the stage, and there 
was something always happening there, and as a 
consequence you simply didn’t get that ‘thing’. This 
is a far-reaching game proposed by Natten, this 
invitation to give your attention to something that 
doesn’t require it, and then go home with ‘some-
thing’ that filled your attention, or with ‘no-thing’, or 
with ‘not-many-things’ between these extremes. A 
marginal thought is that it also probes our contem-
porary selves where human biological evolution 
doesn’t follow new life forms and practices, and 
a multi-tasking doer, the hero of our time, actually 
does not perform all these tasks with the same 
efficacy (and passion!) as she would with one task only.
 I also didn’t follow the performance with my 
eyes wide open all the time. For a while I would be 
curious to follow a dancer leaving the group and 
going to his ‘station’ on the stage, where he would 
take a sip of water and read from a notebook. I would
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the experience of dance as a ‘thing’ between the 
stage and the audience. To travel with us through 
that long night, and invite us to take care of it. Like 
a dust- covered box, you vaguely remember you 
exhumed in the night from under your bed. It is 
speculatively possible that the dance would stay 
there even if we were not present, that dance exists 
without us. But ontologically speaking, Natten 
exists in the journey only to the extent someone 
takes care of that experience of dance. That is 
why if everyone would leave, no-thing would 
remain. In that way, Natten, without saying a word, 
underlines the sociability that characterises every 
performance, even when the others, the sputniks 
are not empirically present. It is what allows me 
to speak about producing new publics and a new 
‘publicness’ by this performance, which Spångberg 
himself mentioned in an interview, though without 
elaborating on what he meant. Maybe what he 
intuits and where our thoughts intersect is that a 
new public arises when a new thing is brought into 
the world, and, around that thing, when people 
start taking care of it, together. 
 The spiral dramaturgy of the piece, which 
I mentioned earlier, manifests in the composition 
that progresses somewhere, then goes back to 
an earlier point, and from that point continues in 
a new direction. These points – a dance material 
(Birgit Åkesson’s solos), a tune (Samuel Barber’s 
“Te deum”), or a group formation (two trios) – 
although changed, mixed, and remixed when they 
reappear, pop up as what we know, like loose and 

and start speculating on his life, his history, his 
dreams… Gradually, he would become less strange 
to me. Some of his remarks are trivial, but others 
resonate with me. He would then go to the toilet. 
And when he would get back after 10 minutes or 
even longer, I would share with him something that 
I don’t share with many people. A memory from 
my childhood. Maybe because he doesn’t seem 
particularly curious about it. Time is passing… 
And we are still there, tied by the space and time 
spent together. For a moment I would feel aroused. 
…As the night is rolling and the time passing is 
growing bigger and we stop dividing it, he would 
become more than an accidental anonymous 
fellow-traveller to me, a kind of “sputnik”, with the 
connotation of Slavic languages given to that word. 
Sputnik (sputnjik or saputnik), in Russian, Polish, 
or Serbo-Croatian adds something to the fellow 
with whom I travel. (You can call it a (false) promise, 
but it can well be ontologically new.) She or he is a 
companion, and could even be a life companion, a 
life partner, the one who travels with you through 
life. Travelling together with a sputnik erodes the 
borders between you and her as autonomous and 
self-indulgent individuals, not in terms of fusing you 
in one harmonious being, but in terms of bringing 
about the life as the third entity in your journey. 
The entity around which you become sputniks to 
each other. And about which you start to take care, 
together. It is really not far from how Natten, with its 
dimmed lights, slow-moving performers, dream-
like set design and music, gradually brings about 
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composition is rather like a spiral and only its set 
design engages the principles of landscape in 
a strict sense. How I see it, that dramaturgy is 
neither like a concentric circle nor about any kind 
of hermeneutics. The spiral dramaturgy of Natten 
resembles the messy squiggle of a spring that 
curves and swirls throughout a sheet of paper, all 
the time losing and finding itself again. 
 In the moments of anchoring (finding itself 
again), there is something like experi ence forma-
tion on the verge of language. Something appears 
over there – I don’t know exactly what it is (or what 
it represents) – and I face it, disarmed. It hits me. 
The first time it occurs, it is an unknown thing 
to me, and when it passes I feel relieved: It was 
not important and it passed, I don’t need to think 
further about it. But then, it comes back, and hits 
me again. When it hits me again, it alerts me, it 
calls me to find a name for it, to understand it, to 
respond, and I know I must react because it stays. 
It is, in my view at least, not the first hit which is 
the event, as Mårten Spångberg suggested in an 
interview I made with him. For me, Natten is not 
that much an event of dance as it is about losing 
and finding the experience of dance again and 
again. The first hit comes in a way from the future. 
We don’t have a name for it and tend to dismiss it. 
The composition of the piece itself allows us to 
forget that hit. “What was that? I don’t know. Ok, 
let’s move further.” That is what I did. In a way, I 
forgive the first hit. What I cannot forgive is that it 
comes again and starts rebounding. Then it stays 

brief anchors for our perception, but only to fail 
us in the next moment by not continuing in the 
way we expect. And we do expect a continuation 
in a certain direction on the ground of what was 
previously seen emerging from that point. Namely, 
we are looking for patterns which can organise 
and systematise our experience. But it doesn’t 
happen, and Natten seems to revisit and erase its 
traces all the time. The eponymous book is com-
posed in the same way and makes this dramaturgy 
even more obvious. The recurrent points are for 
instance the line “This story is told”, the dream 
motif, places like the city and the street, the colour 
grey, the figure of the dead sister, the questions of 
death and time, etc. By going back and forth, and 
from the changed back to a new forth, at one point 
the book stops being exciting or ‘dramatic’, so to 
speak. When it, by that gesture, leaves the frame 
of the horror genre, we realise that it won’t bring 
us very far… and, if we accept the game, we let 
the book bring us where it can, or where it wants. 
This dramaturgy resembles the process of having 
obsessive thoughts to which we get back, but 
which trigger us to do different things in response 
each time. That is why it doesn’t seem sufficient 
to me to say that the drama turgy of Spångberg’s 
recent works forms a sort of landscape. To an 
extent it does, but every piece has its specificities. 
And if La Substance, but in English and especially 
Internet were mostly composed like landscapes, 
with no perspective as a spatiotemporal location of 
one subject (of creation or observation), Natten’s 



118 119Ana Vujanović Sputnik “Natten”…

The last issue I would like to tackle here is exactly 
the artistic gesture of bringing about (a thing). 
Although for some years already I have written 
about poiesis and praxis, Natten raises new prob-
lems for me. I started doubting that maybe I had 
been looking for the politics (of art) in the wrong 
place: in practice. And maybe I was mistakenly 
worried about not finding it there when I – follow-
ing Arendt and Agamben – had to infer that the 
practice has changed over time so much that it had 
eventually gotten rid of its ancient Greek roots in 
ethics and politics and ended up in an expression 
of human free will and creative force. …In a very 
simple way, Natten appeared to me as a poetic 
piece, which then forced me to rethink the poietic, 
not praxis this time.
 It was a big surprise for me, since I’ve 
known Spångberg’s work for several years and 
his Spangbergianism and to an extent his early 
performance Powered by Emotion as well were 
for me clear examples of cynicism. I understand 
it as an artistic approach that acknowledges the 
conditions in which we live and work, but instead 
of  revolutionising them – or leaving the brutal and 
dirty battlefield – it opts for a continuous operation 
therein while finding satisfaction in showing, from 
a meta-level of observation, the awareness of the 
deep shit in which we live and work. Isn’t that what 
Spångberg was known for? Appreciated or hated, 
or sometimes both? 
 Already before seeing Natten a blurred 
impression of poetry crossed my mind while 

with me, like the train-travel or the life between 
me and my sputnik(s), and I face the limits of my 
language in the eye contact with the nameless. 
The existence of the thing leaks from the future 
and not from the past that I know, and that can 
help me with its repository of ‘proper’ names. Can I 
dare to compare it with how we European citizens, 
and especially European governments, act in the 
midst of the so-called refugee crisis? ‘They’ started 
coming from elsewhere. We ignored it. But they 
continued coming. There is no place for them in 
the space we have. Still, they stayed. It hit us. Now 
it is rebounding… And we panic, because we have 
to respond to their existence… It is now present 
between us, taking its place. 
 However, we know that the period of the 
thing rebounding after it hit our body cannot last 
forever, for we humans are experts in symbolising. 
We want daylight. We cannot let things just happen 
around us. Or just ‘be’ around. We want to stop them 
hitting us by finding their equivalence in words. It 
is how we domesticate nature, the dark matter, the 
refugee, art, existence itself. And that is where I 
would agree with Spångberg, who said: “The thing 
bounces, bounces, bounces… and when it stops 
bouncing it is completely capitalised.” It is true, and 
that is why, from an experiential (and not institutional) 
standpoint, the performance truly exhausts itself in 
performing. Already in the next moment, there are 
names, symbols, concepts, discourses, and no-thing 
remains. Then we write history and sell (‘immaterial’) 
goods.
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unknown, nameless, new, pass from nonbeing 
to being. Can we accept that speculation? While 
juggling with these thoughts, I’ve noticed that 
Natten forced me to think poiesis beyond Aristotle, 
Arendt, and Agamben. I cannot guarantee that 
there is no image in the head of the mastermind 
behind this whole event, but nevertheless I cannot 
discern that from the performance itself. It simply 
looks uncertain, like a world opened for existence, 
or, from another side, like coming from the source 
where the demarcation line between the nature 
and human is conceptual, rather than ontological. 
For a moment, it brings poiesis back to a pre-Aristo-
telian postulate – maybe Plato’s, that any cause that 
brings into existence something that was not there 
before – which doesn’t distinguish the way nature 
creates from the way self-conscious human do. But 
Natten is not created by nature. It is a purely human 
creation, the one where – thanks to the conceptual 
differentiation between the nature and the human – 
creativity could be discussed, examined, and  
(re)claimed, without being individually possessed. 
As an artistic gesture of reclaiming creativity in 
a society where it is degraded to the means of 
capitalist production, Spångberg’s choreography 
goes beyond the paradigms of mimetic theatre, 
modern dance, and even conceptual dance. In 
those genres the image behind the thing is so well 
thought and, in successful cases, appears so intelli-
gibly in the work, that the thing gets a name before 
even becoming. Natten, on the contrary, does not 
immediately unify itself with its shadow, nor does 

watching La Substance, but in English and Internet. 
But Natten took it much further. There is cynicism 
neither in the book nor in the performance. They 
are smart and the book and the performance do 
play with our conceptions and preconceptions of 
the unknown, darkness, fear, horror, nothingness, 
namelessness, and something that could be 
intuited as the precarious ontology of existence, 
but at the same time the book and the performance 
submerge themselves in these (pre-)conceptions 
and explore them from under the surface. I cannot 
say how sincere the performance and the book are, 
but what I see is that at the place of meta-discourse 
there is this message: This page is not available. 
In that way, Natten becomes a disturbing, vague, 
and fragile agency of becoming, of bringing to 
being, from nonbeing to the light of presence. It 
could well be the light of Caravaggio’s night. That 
is the meaning of poiesis as ‘pro-duction’, which 
Agamben stressed when questioning the sepa-
ration between technical production and artistic 
creation. However, if we would follow Aristotle and 
to certain degree Agamben as well, we would need 
to introduce a projective plane into poietic activity, 
which implies the deliberate agency of pro-duction. 
The agent of projective poiesis is deliberate, stable, 
and capable of planning and controlling the chaos 
of the process, since she projects the image in her 
head onto the thing she is to create, while shaping 
a material, giving it a shape that materialises the 
mental image. On the other hand, a poiesis that is 
not or refrains from being projective lets something 
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it strive to dissolve its contradictions just because 
they bring confusion and anxiety. 
 Again, making a long leap, I would associate 
Spångberg’s choreographic gesture with the 
experience of the uncertainty of life we live now – in 
Europe at least – after the period of modernity and 
postmodernity where society and life attempted 
to be ‘well tailored’. Today, in order to learn how to 
live – or even simply survive – we must get rid of 
that phantasm; we must endure contradictions and 
face the precarity of existence. Alone and together. 
I wouldn’t say that I exaggerate (too much) when 
I claim that while attending Natten I experienced 
the historicity of the current moment. The moment 
happening on the verge of language. The moment 
that doesn’t resemble European 1930s but 2030s. 
On that ground, speaking now from within the field 
of performing arts, I see Natten as a proposition for 
the choreography of the moment in which we live. 
A new proposition, which we experience as familiar 
because we live it every day, but for which we still 
lack words. And how indeed to find the words 
to inscribe Natten into history, yet let it bounce 
around? I don’t know, but I nevertheless tried.


