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Lea Kukovičič graduated in dramaturgy from the Academy of Theatre, Radio, Film and Television 

(AGRFT) an has a master's degree in directing from The Theatre Faculty of the Academy of Performing 

Arts in Prague (DAMU), Prague. Her work is often shaped and informed by the politics of 

contemporary visual art; the focus of her work is on the ways in which art can directly influence 

society, economy and politics. People don’t believe in theatre because we think it's too theatrical, too 

fictional, she says, but money is fiction too. 

The world belongs to us, too – artists, our generation 
Text: Irena Štaudohar; Photo: Nada Žgank 

Would you be willing to buy the scenography of a theatre piece? Costumes? How about something 

more metaphysical, such as the silence that occurs in a performance, the collectivity that was 

necessary for the very creation of a performance. At the International Mladi Levi Festival organized 

by the Bunker Institute, which is fast approaching and will take place from August 20 to 28 this year, 

you will be able to buy individual parts of the Beton Ltd. collective's theatre performance Ich kann 

nicht anders at the first auction of The FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House. In her creations, the 

author of the auction (produced by the Bunker Institute) Lea Kukovičič focuses on the ways art can 

directly influence society, economy and politics, on the value of art and its ownership. She is a 

dramaturge and theatre director, although she prefers to call herself a theatre creator. When we, 

two dramaturges, met on a summer day in the green garden of Lili Novy, our passionate and intense 

conversation about theatre and art made the treetop above us shake. 

Performance is probably without competition, to borrow the economic term, because never before 

in the history of art has a theatre piece been sold in this way. Where did the idea come from? 

By and large, art is a response to events taking place in society. I think that art is a critical and 

intuitive reflection on time, relationships, systems, feelings that shape society, and on their potential. 

The basis for the auction of the performance Ich kann nicht anders by the Beton Ltd. collective was a 

consideration of the state of art today – the creative process began in January 2020, just before the 

onset of the fundamental changes due to the pandemic, when we felt that value systems would be 

redefined and changed. That's why I narrowed down the focus even more and asked myself an even 

more specific question: What is the value of theatre today? This was at the same time a very intimate 

question, because I also wanted to answer myself why I chose theatre as the medium of my art and 

why sometimes my relationship with it is so challenging. The theatre is a machine for the creation of 

new thoughts, which is why it is crucial for both spectators and artist to be able to decide on the 

value of the theatre together. Being an enthusiast about auctions, I have been also contemplating 

the fact that an auction is actually a spectacle where a collective decision is made about a certain 

value. I also found inspiration in many mini-stimulations, for example in the joke I heard about the 

actors of the Serbian National Theatre suing the Serbian president for stealing all the silences from 

the dramatic texts, to the perverse idea about how to combine the idea of theatre, which is 

something transient, and collective work with the individualism and neoliberalism that rule the 

modern world. 
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Do you agree with the idea that everything can be bought and that everything has a price? 

August 27, 2021 at 8:22 p.m. will be the moment when I may agree with this statement for a few 

moments. While we will be auctioning off a theatre performance at the Mladi Levi Festival, we will 

approach the very point that everything has its price, and we will radically emphasize this neoliberal 

thought. At the auction, something that could never be bought before will be on sale – parts of a 

theatrical performance that are not just an object or a service, but a performativity – a point of 

change. You can't own the magic of the theatre, but you can have an element that connects others, 

which in a way means you own the magic. Imagine that you could become the owner of those most 

thrilling last moments of the basketball game in Tokyo between Slovenia and Spain. It would mean 

that you became the owner of the suspense – not of its services, as in what it produces and causes to 

other people, but of the tension itself. As an owner, you might be able to really understand what 

tension is for the first time. When you own something, you understand and love it differently. My 

auction house deals precisely with the issue of ownership – not necessarily with unattainable prices, 

but rather with the challenges of owning things that are impossible to own. 

Are there already concrete potential buyers? Any interest? 

Every member of the audience is also a potential buyer. So potential buyers exist, it remains to be 

seen if they will also become owners. We will see how everything will unfold at the auction itself. 

Asking prices exist. The more ephemeral something is, the more expensive it is. The most expensive, 

for example, is collectivity – which is also one of the greatest values of the theatre. 

And definitely a value that is increasingly lacking in the real world... 

Yes. The asking price for the collectivity is five thousand euros, which represents 25 percent of the 

estimated value of this lot (the performance is divided into nine auction lots), that is, 20 thousand 

euros. The collectivity of the Beton Ltd. collective is the very reason I decided to select their work of 

art, and based on their knowledge of collectivity, we conceived the idea of collective ownership of 

the new owners of Ich kann nicht anders. With this performance, one gets the feeling that they are 

constantly talking. And since potential buyers have the opportunity to bid on silences as well, we had 

to list and measure them very precisely. At that time, the documentation surprised us. Ich kann nicht 

anders is a play that consists of long silences between the actors on stage. 

So how many silences are there? 

All the silences that occur in the performance combined are 11 minutes and 43 seconds long, and the 

silences that are accompanied by music last seven minutes and 41 seconds. Katarina Stegnar has 55 

minutes and 2 seconds of silences in the performance. Primož Bezjak has 54 minutes and 53 seconds, 

and Branko Jordan has 51 minutes and 12 seconds. The entire performance is therefore documented 

in detail. Including how long it took to create it, how long the preparations and rehearsals took, 

everything that needs to be done in order to keep it alive – because theatre, unlike visual art, is a 

permanent work. Each new iteration requires set design, lighting, someone has to take care of the 

music, actors have to come on stage. When you buy a work of art like a painting, you don't need all 

that machinery. 

Then there’s also the time for the development of the piece, readings, conversations between the 

authors, all this is work that had to be invested in the play, even though it is not visible. At the same 

time, also on sale will be subjective time, the time of the spectator – time that is too long, time that 

is re-experienced, time that is lost. This can also be read as poetry, but only because the concrete 

nature of the theatre is complex and poetic. With the ownership of a material or ephemeral part of 



the performance come responsibilities. By signing the contract, each owner will commit to joint 

ownership of the performance and to take care of his part. For example, if he owns the set design, 

they can keep it as an exhibit in their living room, display it in a gallery, or use it as a ready-made for 

the creation of a new theatre play, but whenever the play is performed, they must make sure the set 

design is on the stage. 

This post-dynamics is one of the incentives for the purchase. What happens to what you bought? 

Your possessions have lives other than the one they have with you. And this brings us to the theatre 

terrain, where dialectic creates life and value, because the thing as such means nothing in itself. It is 

the next step in the history of ownership and the future of the ephemeral economy. You also bought 

recognition, uniqueness, social responsibility, and the so-called “unknown”. Hence the slogan of the 

FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House: “Being part of history has never been so easy, and 

ownership has never been so exciting.” 

You also invited experts from very different fields to participate. 

We approached things with responsibility and very seriously, so I invited economist Bogomir Kovač 

and lawyer Dino Bauk to participate. Together, we prepared contracts on the ownership of material 

and ephemeral parts of theatre performances. Two art experts – Tevž Logar and Janez Janša – were 

also important in the process of establishing the FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House. Their 

knowledge and expertise in their respective fields guarantee that the auction is legal and that it is 

safe to invest your money in the theatre. 

Interestingly, last year's Nobel Prize in Economics went to economists Paul R. Milgrom and Robert B. 

Wilson, who improved auctions and created new theories about auctions, which is a strange 

coincidence. It also indicates that auctions are currently an interesting and topical issue, which I 

would not have been able to address so methodically without the producer of the project, the 

Bunker Institute, and the artistic collaborators from the Beton Ltd. collective, who took a big risk by 

supporting the project, and were at the same time a key building block of the auction house. 

How many times have you seen the performance? 

I don't know the exact number. Between fifteen and twenty times. At the beginning, when I was 

watching it, I thought about what to monetize or cash in on, how to treat the performance or parts 

thereof as money. Money is key in this story. What is money? Money is fiction. A piece of paper that 

has an agreed-upon value that we all believe is objective. And even though money is fiction, 

everything becomes more real when we invest our money in something. I was interested in how we 

believe that a sheet of paper has value (in other words, how it becomes performative) and how we 

can establish a similar relationship with the theatre as well. How to sell a performance? By taking it 

apart? After all, the theatre is a clockwork of many material and immaterial elements, which are 

assembled into a whole in the performance. And the world can also be understood in a similar way – 

as a clockwork of small things working together. When we got down to how the auction works, it 

seemed at first that we would have to change the performance so that buyers could understand 

what they were buying. At first, the idea was to show one part of the performance and then put it on 

auction. But it soon became clear that in this case, it would become a different performance and that 

we shouldn't change something that already works as a whole. 

Can you explain the process of the auction, which is always a staged event? 

I agree. The auction is a dramaturgically perfect event in itself. The Old Power Station in Ljubljana 

where it will take place will in fact be transformed into an auction house, it will no longer be the Old 



Power Station as we know it. This is precisely an important aspect of my work — that I try to 

transform the spaces we know into something that is unfamiliar to us in that environment. 

So, the FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House will offer a refined and captivating entry into a 

complex and ambiguous world where reality and fiction will intertwine in the fields of theatre, law, 

and economics. 

At the beginning, each potential buyer will have to register, as we will reserve a certain amount of 

money on their bank card, and by doing so, they will secure admission to the theatre performance 

auction (live or online). They will be able to select in advance the lot (trading unit) they are interested 

in the catalog or on the website (www.performanceforsale.com) and inform us about it. In its 

essence, the auction of a theatre performance will be much the same as any other auction. But at the 

same time completely different, as we had to develop a completely new auction model. The theatre 

has its own theatrical specifics, so the auction of the theatre performance has two dramaturgical 

lines, which will unfold simultaneously. On one side, there will be a performance, on the other, an 

auction with an auctioneer and a hammer, and at the same time, theatre expert Janez Janša will 

comment on and talk about the value of the individual parts that are for sale. All the while, the 

theatre performance will continue as usual. The spectators will have their auction tickets in their 

hands, with which they will be able to bid and buy. The key is that everything will work 

simultaneously and that even the spectators who will not decide to bid will have a full theatre 

experience. 

In the series Pretend It's a City, in which she talks about modern New York and about how the 

world is changing, American writer Fran Lebowitz also tells the story of art auctions where prices 

for famous canvases are skyrocketing. “If you go to an auction, out comes the Picasso, dead 

silence. Once the hammer comes down on the price, applause. Okay? So we live in a world where 

they applaud the price but not the Picasso.” Do you agree with her? 

Fran is right on the money with this statement. This is precisely one of the premises why I am 

founding an auction house – there is more fiction and spectacle in the field of economics than in the 

field of art. But what is the specific nature of the theatre auction, the beauty and the pain at the 

same time? A painting bought by a rich investor cannot look you in the eye. When you buy a theatre 

performance, the artists look you in the eye. 

Are you also hoping for someone with a lot of money to show up among the spectators or buyers, 

who will want to invest it at this auction? 

Of course. There are three types of customers. First, artists, fans of the Beton Ltd. collective, and 

theatre enthusiasts; then there are buyers who want to be something special – who want to be the 

first to become owners of parts of a theatre performance; and the third group, those who invest in 

art because they expect that it will pay off at some point, as the appropriated parts of the show can 

also be sold in the future. In the event that an artist or a theatre creator buys silences, for example, 

these silences can be his baseline material for creating their new performance. It is about the beauty 

of mutual theatrical nourishing – the silences of the Beton Ltd. collective can therefore become the 

basis for other performances. There are people with a lot of money in all three groups; but lots are 

also available at affordable prices. 

You studied dramaturgy at the AGRFT in Ljubljana and later direction at the DAMU in Prague, the 

letter at a very interesting department – Directing of Devised and Object Theatre. What does this 

study investigate? 
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Shortly after my graduation, DAMU in Prague opened a new programme for devised theatre and 

object theatre, the slogan of which is “Learn New Ways To Do Theatre”, i.e. the study of new ways of 

creating theatre. 

What does that mean? 

The work of all mentors is based on what interests the students – they adapt to you, develop your 

poetics, politics and aesthetics with you. This means that the student learns new ways of creating 

from the mentor, and the mentor from the student. Every artist sometimes has some small idea from 

which he could develop a project, but they discard it because they think it is too small or because 

they feel that they cannot develop a penetrating thought from it. But the mentor encourages you to 

stick with this idea, that it is only the beginning of a certain bigger creation, which means that during 

your studies you have the time and support to work on it, nurture it, water it, test it, and accept that 

you may fail. Studying in Prague taught me that it is not important to have big ideas, but rather that 

you follow what intrigues you, what makes you itch, because a small stimulus can become the basis 

for something complex. 

Is there a big difference between studying theatre in Ljubljana and in Prague? 

The difference is huge. The slogan “Learn New Ways To Do Theatre” was conceived by my master's 

mentor Sodja Zupanc Lotker, who also participates at the FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House as 

a dramaturge. It was she who was the head of the Prague Quadrennial, the world's largest event in 

the field of scenography, for fifteen years. At DAMU, Sodja Zupanc Lotker developed the entire 

ideology about what a creative school should be. This school is essentially a work of art. She once put 

it very nicely that she wanted to make a school that is not fascist – a school where you will not be 

punished if you do something badly, where everyone bears their own responsibility for their own 

ideas, and where we are all interested in theatrical potential. This, in my opinion, is a great value. 

Studying new ways of creating theatre taught me to analyze theatre, its value, and why theatre is my 

medium. 

Why? 

Theatre is the art of the possible and it is a big machine of people you work with, people you need, 

because you cannot make a performance by yourself. Theatre creates the potential for relationships 

that do not yet exist. Maybe they are not entirely realized or actualized through the performance, 

but they become a reference point of the possible. That's why I like the idea of the British theatre 

researcher Alan Read who argues that the theatre is “the last human venue”, because it is where the 

audience and the creators meet. It is a field of encounter and dialogue. This is confirmed by the 

FORSALE Performing Arts Auction House, as it a sketch of a lesson to neoliberalism and creates the 

potential of an ephemeral economy. 

So you are also a director, not just a dramaturge? 

There is a very nice expression in English: theatre maker – one who makes theatre, a theatre creator. 

Do you think that the role of the dramaturge has changed in modern theatre? 

It was only when I met Sodja and her way of working that I realized that the dramaturge is one of the 

most important factors in the theatre, both in terms of thinking and in terms of the way of working 

and participating in the performance. Dramaturgy is about the way you place two elements together 

and what relationship this arrangement establishes towards the world. Each of our days has its own 



dramaturgy, every event... How would you explain to someone what dramaturgy is? There is a nice 

example. Someone goes to the store and makes a purchase. At the checkout, they place the items 

next to each other: celery, turnip, carrot, toothpaste and condoms. By looking at these items, we can 

immediately form an idea of what and who this person is and what they will be doing that day. The 

show can be classic, alternative, conceptual. There are many ways to use these items. A shopping list 

is a good representation of what dramaturgy is all about. I read theory much more than literature, as 

I want to understand the mechanisms of systems and games, how they work. 

And what are you reading at the moment? 

Auction theory – The Dynamics of Auction by Christian Heath, theories of value – Facing Value: 

Radical Perspectives from the Arts, which I highly recommend. Jacques Rancière and his The Edges of 

Fiction. I read theory like literature and novels, because I want to understand, but sometimes I don't 

understand, which excites the imagination and brings out unexpected logics. This is one of my 

methodologies – not understanding for the platform of understanding. 

I find your project very interesting because it is based on economics, but since it takes place in the 

field of art, it also speaks of something sensitive, humanistic? 

I find this very aspect of key importance. We live in a world where everything has to be measured 

and evaluated, in which everything is formed on the market and it is difficult to judge what has real 

value. Nevertheless, it is extremely important that it is the creators – in our case, the theatre – that 

think about value. The slogan of the performance, “If you want to change the world, you have to own 

it. To own it, you have to buy it!” is of course perverse and provocative, but it carries the key 

message that the world belongs to us, too – artists, our generation – and that we must claim it and 

try to shape it according to our – humanistic – ideals. After all, even buying is only a gesture, a fiction, 

a construct or an agreement. 


