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Annelis Kuhlmann 

The living archive. Towards memories for the future of the theatre. The Archive of Odin 

Teatret as theatre historiographical model  

Two Cases:  

The interference as strategy between the living archive and a local environment.  

 Wings over Vemb. Normality / a-normalities among children and grownups in a small 

community re-enacted their own local history through a theatre project of four days, giving 

the village back to the inhabitants. SLIDES / DVD 

 Holstebro Festival weeks: We received them! (1989), The Danish Colombus (1991), Mixed 

marriages (1993), At the End of the World (1998), The Tooth of the Time (2001), The 

Splendour of Ages (2005), Light and Darkness (2008). – The Festival weeks have 

thematically set the relation between theatre and spectators through working with the local 

stories. The myth and the landscape are used in order to have the theatre inscribing itself in 

the narrative about the local. An encounter between the gaze towards the past and the 

dream-like vision for a future, like in a crossover between time and space.  

 

How can we talk about theatre as a living archive? 

In 2002 it was decided to found CTLS (Centre for Theatre Laboratory Studies) based on a long 

lasting cooperation between Nordic Teaterlaboratory / Odin Teatret and the Section for Dramaturgy 

at Aarhus University. One of the main arguments to found CTLS was to establish an archive on all 

Odin Teatret‟s activities but also to make the relationship between the research made at the theatre 

and the university department through a line of laboratories. SLIDES 

 The archive as a notion coming from Greek, arkhé and archeion, that is both the 

archived and the place, where the archived is located. The Archive of Odin Teatret exists today both 

as materiality and as a place. The archive was invited in 2004 as an added building to the old main 

building at Odin Teatret in connection to the 40 years‟ jubilee and symbolically enough the archive 
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was named after the city of Samarkand, one of the oldest towns in the world, which is located on 

the Silk Way through Central Asia. Here the traders and explorers from India, Persia and China met 

in a sort of barter, where they exchanged goods and experiences, when they passed by. The city of 

Samarkand is also remembered for being a place for scientific studies and it has been treated in 

several fictive narratives, such as for instance Marco Polo‟s travelogues, at the trip went through 

Samarkand.  

 At this moment the symbolic become clear, because Odin Teatret has itself defined its 

physical spatial concept of archive as a space of encounters. This definition is close to the parallel 

of how the theatre has defined the nature of the theatre performances of Odin Teatret – that is as 

relations between peoples – like an encounter with the spectator. This encounter has deep 

significations at various levels of conscience for what happens between actors and spectators during 

the performances of Odin Teatret, and the semantic dimension is in the same way also a way to 

work on fundamental problems of theatre. According to history Marco Polo was the first European 

to explore the Far East. This journey was the symbolic and artistic turning point in Odin Teatret‟s 

performance, called The Million (1978-84), which for the first time in the history of the theatre 

included the carnival as a theatrical figure, that could be moved in a cultural sense from a line of 

Asian dances to means of expression in the proper artistic language of the theatre. (SLIDES) 

 

The concept of the archive as a model for newer theatre historiography 

Odin Teatret has in its long practice always had a historical dimension built into a deep interest in 

learning its own professional roots. The heritage of the actor‟s craftsmanship has continuously been 

studied into methods and details and at the same time it has been part of an intercultural dialogue 

with heritage from other traditions. What combines historical and intercultural body experiences is 

thus part of that heritage, which is interwoven in the archive. Namely the consciousness about the 

heritage and a sense of duty in front of the future makes the bigger part of the theatre historian‟s 

acknowledgement of the present and of the stage presence as a historical turning point.  

Since the 1960s realities in terms of artifacts and documentation have increased its 

position as material for playwriting and performances in many different ways. Lately these 

characteristics have been expressed in a wave of new realistic artistic experiences on various stages 

in the country. Among these sorts of generations of material also archivalia has found its way to 
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processes of how to form a theatre performance. The recycling of reality fragments from the past 

has always taken place, and this sort of recycling can in a historical perspective also look like a 

whole archive. But on the contrary, it seems to be a rather newer phenomenon that the notions for, 

what drama and theatre are in the context of an archive, are enhanced, just the way like the 

perception of the function and signification of the archive material has moved. This means, that the 

archive also remains a dynamic, contextual factor both in relation to the chosen subject on the stage, 

to working approaches, and in relation to the final result.  

 During the 1960s it happened to many theatre performances a kind of detachment 

from a more or less conventional relationship to a dramatic piece of work. New ways of how to 

produce theatre performances were created, and the narratives for the stage became little by little 

new different ways of expression. What was common to a majority of theatres in Denmark was that 

as a general rule the performances only were played for a single period, limited to one season. This 

meant that the life of a performance was bound to a shorter actualization as concrete performance, 

and that the „postlude‟ of the performance in general was very short. The playing period was not 

repeated and the tradition of having a repertory theatre only exists at stages of the Royal Theatre in 

Copenhagen. Some of the performances outside the National Stage have reached a sort of status of 

classics, since some of them have been included in the collection of national canonized pieces, 

defined by the ministry of culture, which means that these performances often are referred to more 

frequently and after their playing period is over.  

 

Example of a performance  

A theatre like Odin Teatret has in opposition to this tendency shown exceptionally attention to 

maintain and develop materiality of their performances as an almost obligatory part of the 

particularity of the heritage of the theatre in a larger artistic and cultural context. Parts of materials 

from one performance have been integrated and developed further from one to the next 

performance, and parts of one actor‟s physical score has been developed into a persona. Layer on 

layer materials have settled and have become more complete and recognizable personas, which like 

artistic signatures and body-mind-components, here understood as living archives, take part in a 

montage like constellation in contemporary productions and in a theatrical interference. One 

example is the performance Ode to progress, wherein the each of the personas has participated in 
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different performances, but also individually appear like emblems for the artistic autobiography of 

the individual actor in a living action. SLIDES  

 

Example of a working demonstration 

In this way one can see, that Odin Teatret has worked as a kind of repertory theatre, where a 

performance – partly also because of a consistent ensemble – could be played in a number of years 

and thus also function with a more integrated part in the life of the theatre. The remembrance of the 

performance is not only expressing a nostalgic backwards, but has had a larger opportunity to 

become firm in the following theatre productions and in the pedagogical part that the working 

demonstrations typically represent. All the actors at the theatre of today have worked out their 

individual working demonstrations, which like mini performances in words and action describe a 

set of characteristic examples of methodological and aesthetic problems, which contribute to give 

the spectator a glimpse of the working space of the individual actor. One example could be the 

working demonstration Traces in the Snow, which on the level of the title metaphorically speaking 

reveal another layer in the dilemmas of the actor during the examination of a set of method-

aesthetic reflections. Traces in the Snow, which is a sort of artistic working autobiography with the 

actress Roberta Carreri, contain a scenario over her technical search through a number of characters, 

which she has performed during the years, from central women in Brecht’s Ashes II (1980) to the 

clown Geronimo from the street parades. DVD exemple 

 One can say that Odin Teatret with its performances has shown a serial artistic 

recycling of a number of characters and scenarios in the run of the history. This form of conscience 

about the archive signification for the presence is reflected through many of the performance which 

the theatre has produced over its almost 50 year long history of scenarios and creative strategies.  

 

It is my point here, that the examples from the history of Odin Teatret‟s performances 

contain a structure, which emphasizes a way of perceiving the world in relation to the layering 

which is non-measurable in terms of quantity and what has no occasion to be stalled in an archive. 

This is where the experience comes into the image as the ephemeral in perceiving a production, 

which, even more on a sensorial level, is layered in the spectators‟ consciousness, pointing towards 

a future in their memories. When one has seen more and more of Odin Teatret‟s productions, a 



5 

 

memory archive is built over the future life of the theatre in the ever returning spectator‟s 

consciousness of experiences.  

In this sort of spectators‟ company there is a possibility to follow a different sort of 

theatre historiographical presentation and also a communication on theatre history which is perhaps 

more subjective than the objective theatre historiography that has dominated at least the last half of 

a century. The different spectators‟ gazes, which has been anticipated in the theatrical gaze of the 

performance is part of that witnessing from where there can be reported about the performances like 

an archive in an analytical dramaturgical-aesthetic perspective in relation to the historiographical 

dimension of the communication.  

This means in this context of the archive, that the theatre in its complex dramaturgies 

has written a broad variety of methodological structures to a particular theatre historiographical 

approach, which must be differently formed than the average historical presentation of drama and 

theatre.  

In this way the notion of the archive here is defined with the purpose of a discussion 

about the relation between artistic collection of memories in a preserved form in relation to the 

theatre conceptual reference, which is embedded in the spectator’s material of memories. The 

notion of the theatre archive takes its shape in relation to its content, and the notion of the archive 

must therefore be reconsidered as a part of the theatre creation as a mode in newer theatre 

historiography. The reformer of theatre is the theatre historiographer of our times.  

 

Repertory and archive  

I shall in the following pay attention to the American performance researcher, Diana Taylor‟s 

distinction between repertory and archive. For Taylor both the archive (as the lasting material in 

terms of texts and other documents) and the repertory (the ephemeral social practice in terms of a 

spoken language, realised movements and a experienced ritual) operate together as value-orientated 

sides of the historiographic task it is to create knowledge and to transfer the knowledge.  

This sort of theatre historiography, which is part of Taylor‟s approach, goes against an 

understanding of theatre as being an embodiment of something that comes before the body. In this 

way it is not a question about the writing before the body, but more a corporeal reality, realized in a 

bodywriting, if you like, and this is the bodywriting which formulates the synthesis between 

repertoire and archive. Taylor‟s offer is in other words an attempt to overcome the classical-
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dualistic way of distinguishing between archive and repertoire, since she resists seeing the 

repertoire in a dichotomic relation to the archive. On the contrary, as she formulates it, there is an 

interaction between archive and repertoire. This viewpoint has been lived out in practice in most of 

the years of Odin Teatret‟s history, and it is exactly the point where in my opinion the interaction 

between the archive and the repertoire of Odin Teatret turns out to be a proved model for newer 

theatre historiographic presentations.  

Diana Taylor unfolds the methodological implications which arise from a validation 

of the repertory, since she is looking for an alternative to how to interpret cultural phenomenon like 

narrative. Her offer is in this context attractive, since she suggests to acknowledging the cultural 

phenomenon as scenarios or semantic paradigms, which gives structure to social knowledge 

through for one and for all explicative and adoptive performances. Taylor‟s suggestion is more than 

a semantic distinction. ‟The scenario‟ creates a sort of stable ground for the agenda of the cultural 

actors, while they „allow many possible endings and insist on placing the spectators within its 

frame, so that it implies us in its ethics and politics.‟ (Taylor 2003, 28-29)  

To conclude  

In a time where forms of reality go beyond boundares for conventional reality concepts and where 

concepts for a work, archive and for memory raise a challenge to those, who from their temporal 

point of departure want to write about the differential historical contexts, there will be a need for a 

new theaterhistoriography which will become a lever to reflect the potentiality, remaining primarily 

in the very communication of the archive and secondly in the perception of the theatre historical 

communication of the archive.  

 

Next stop: Summer 2011: A Midsummer Dream – Summerschool at Aarhus University.  
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