
THE ART OF SIMPLICITY
An interview with Jon R. Skulberg

Jon R. Skulberg makes his audience embrace stillness, while the perfor-
mances narrate the essence of existentialism. A Copenhagen-based Norwe-
gian artist, choreographer, director, and scenographer describes his creative 
influences, processes, and aspirations. 

What artistic platforms are you currently involved 
into?

Currently I am balancing on three legs and one of them 
is Hotel Pro Forma, a Danish performance theatre, whe-
re I work with Kirsten Dehlholm on large opera produc-
tions, including reimagining classic Madama Butterfly 
by Puccini and Parsifal by Wagner. Our latest creation 
is an opera production of Bjork’s pop-album Vespertine.
My other collaboration is a duo JULI/JON with a Fin-
nish performer and artist, Juli Apponen. We are slowly 
developing a performative trilogy investigating the po-
tential of a tired body. We started with a site-specific 
piece Everything ends with flowers in 2012 followed by 
Everything remains in 2015, the latter is still touring. 
The third part is still in progress, but we are not rushing 
the production.
In 2016 I founded my own production platform Convoi 
Exceptionnel.
Its productions can be described as spatial-somatic in-
vestigations of the world.

Would you say that certain aesthetics are repea-
ted throughout different platforms and production 
pieces with multidisciplinarity as a core aspect 
of your work? Can we observe, for example, an 
inclination towards minimalist philosophy?

I cannot define myself as a minimalist, but “Less is 
more” is a simple rule I always adhere to. I work with 
simplicity. Another aspect is probably taste.
„Maximalism“ or other things were not necessary in the 
works I have done so far. It might change depending 
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on the future projects, but reducing complexity is 
crucial. I think that the simplicity follows natural-
ly avoiding unnecessary small talk.
As for the rules, I resort to performers’ speed 
and tempo, contrasting the everyday life pace. I 
prefer to avoid any clear set of rules or dogmas 
maintaining performative artificiality, despite 
working with reality a lot.

Based on this approach, is there any run-
ning theme or linear presence of certain 
elements in your projects? Or do you like 
to experiment from one artistic piece to 
another? Both in concrete materials and 
thematics.

I do not make conceptual pieces, but existential 
ones! That does not mean there is no concept 
behind them, I make spatial somatic investiga-
tions on very deep human conditions, which we 
all share. Pain, longing, loss, and coexistence in 
good and bad.
When it comes to materials, for my last projects, 
I worked a lot with different surfaces of PVC 
materials. It is usually used as a screen for front 
and rear projection. However, I fell in love with 

PVC as a scenographic material that absorbs, 
changes, and transforms light. It will be reflec-
ted a lot in the production of We – an unknown 
opera by Bach? in March 2019, where we work 
with a 200 square meters of PVC material in 
various ways.
Smoke fascinates me, especially used under the 
daylight. It exhibits light and air, but when you 
put it on stage, the smoke merely shows you 
where the light source is. By creating space for 
the exhibition of the physicality of the smoke, I 
noticed that the artificial slowness, I often work 
with, is reduced. Therefore, a holistic space can 
be established.
It is an immaterial material that has its own 
time, which I find fascinating. You can never 
control it. One thing I learned after all my work 
with it is: never ask the smoke to do something it 
does not want to do. It is fragile. Like us. We are 
all fragile and will disappear.

What about human bodies? How would you 
describe the process of selecting, working, 
and shaping them as material?

The human body or humans is the most central 
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element of my productions and within the very 
nature of this artform. I often say: “To make 
theatre you need at least one square meter of 
space, one light source, and something with a 
pulse.” It has to be a relation between space, 
body, and light as a basis for everything.
The selection of performers is different from 
project to project. For instance, when I made The 
4th morning, a piece about creation and re-crea-
tion, together with multimedia artist Signe Klejs, 
I had one dancer, one child and three persons 
in the “roles” of themselves. To the extent it is 
possible. I enjoy the mix between trained and 
untrained bodies. Working with untrained bodies 
requires wisdom: I observe what works and what 
does not, what I can demand and what cannot, 
depending on what the piece needs.
They are my “human readymades” in the sense 
that they represent a certain function or a limita-
tion. They carry their own context and a piece of 
reality. We create a form or a balance between 
an experienced life and clear artistic choices. In 
this way we can rethink the reality in a poetic 
way, and not only reproduce well-known narrati-
ves. Otherwise we could write an essay or do a 
regular interview with a brief description, which 
impedes out initial purpose.
Although it does vary from one production to 
another. For example, currently I am developing a 
production For Ever Four Seasons.
Here I work with two experienced professional 
dancers, Marianna Kavallieratos and Kenzo 
Kusuda. The process reminds me a little of JULI/
JON method. It is writing, reading and rewriting 
again, but in movements. So it is still based on 
me reacting on them as performers. Therefore, 
even without a documentary material behind 
them, the performers are highly connected to 
how I experience them as physical bodies, not 
private persons. But they are not representing 
anyone else.
I do not encourage forcing movements into a 
body where it does not fit. For instance, We – an 
unknown opera by Bach? has 5 professional 
dancers, 2 sing soloists and a choir. I am going 
to work very choreographically with the choir but 

I do not intend the make them become dancers. 
Next month we are having a workshop, which I 
am very curious about, especially with the pro-
cess of creating trust. It does not matter if it is a 
professional dancer, or a singer, or a person that 
has never been on a stage before. I have to in-
vest a lot to gain trust from them. I see this as an 
important aspect of my role. I don’t take anything 
for granted. You can demand respect, but not 
trust. I have to accept their vulnerabilities. That 
is where the work starts. We work with human 
bodies, full of experiences, potentials and limit-
ations, this makes the performing arts an ethical 
practice.

You said that The 4th Morning is very bo-
dy-specific. During the performance do you 
use them as a narrator or a narrative medi-
um of the whole performance?

I think they are both all the time. Even though I 
have a child as a narrator of a poetic text in the 
performance. The bodies of the performers carry 
the concept within them or with their presence 
as if they shine a light on the idea of creation 
and recreation, that was the thematic core of 
the project. Anne-Mette Gravgaard, for example, 
went through a bicycle accident where she lost 
one arm and one leg. Waking up in the hospital, 
she was forced into a recreation, and you can 
say that creation and genesis is a part of her job 
description as a priest. Transgendered Malene 
Andreasen went to Thailand when she was 50 to 
become the woman she is, as an act of volunta-
rily and active recreation. Finn Adrian Jorkjen is 
a young artist in a process of creation both as a 
human and a young person. A creator.

What were your major obstacles during the 
performance development?

During the rehearsals, I was constantly thinking 
to myself: “Are we really doing something about 
creation and recreation? Am I doing what I said 
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I was supposed to do?” This constant doubt. 
With this little crisis in mind, I decided that Finn 
should recreate the Macarena dance, which we 
all have not seen in many years. If some kind 
of police comes, I can certainly prove that we 
did recreate the Macarena. It turned out well, 
at least it gave the audience an opportunity to 
if not to laugh, but to smile at least. We have 
to give space for humor when it knocks on your 
shoulder. 
On the other hand, in Everything Remains we 
worked with the potential of a tired body.  The 
performance is an autobiographical,  minimali-
stic,  and  poetic  encounter  with  a  life made 
from physical  transformations of  gender,  pain  
and  limitations. Everything  in  the  performance  
stems  from  concrete  experiences  of  surgeries,  
chronic  pain  and  the  physical  body  as  an 
interchangeable  and  editable  material. Juli 
Apponen is utilized as a subject matter.
However, the audience is exposed to a very 
human experience: not necessarily about gender. 
The audience and all of us can relate to the 
feeling of tiredness. Obviously, Juli and I have 
different experiences with it, but it is important 
to trust the atmosphere and the audience with 
its ability to read your work.

How would you describe your narrative 
voice?

My narrative is spatial. It is the sum of what you 
see at this moment. It is that body with that light 
background. I find it hard to separate. They can 
never be apart, because what you see is what 
you get. If I had that body standing in the same 
position and something else, another wishful 
choice or a spatial context would be present, 
then we would have a different narrative. It is a 
composition.
I am very specific in my work with composers, 
music, and light.  Dynamics of my works are 
usually created through these means. They all 
co-exist to provoke emotions and the senses. 
In my pieces I speak to the senses, not to the 

brain. Without telling the audience what to feel 
or think. I am a body and I am a human myself. 
Therefore, I try to trust my intuition while making 
decisions and hoping to succeed. Actually, what 
you never know before the premier.
I would like to emphasise that the audience is 
always free, but the performers are not. They 
are very directed. I try to create a distinction 
between the grammar of  everyday life and the 
grammar on stage. In The 4th Morning there are 
three performers who play themselves, but it 
took us five weeks for them to finally embrace 
their presence in stillness.
This is the most challenging thing. I mean, we 
can always run around doing strange or normal 
things but doing less is harder. Give your audien-
ce a chance for a meeting with the one on stage.
I would say my audience is the most important 
body when the performance is there, because 
they are the ones who carry the production 
within them. They are the ones who experience 
and read it. I do not want to please them, but 
they do give their bodies and time to experience 
it. I respect that. I am always very aware of how 
it is received. I do not care if it is fun or not for 
the performers. That is secondary. I am not going 
to make them do something they hate or do not 
like, but whether something is entertaining or 
satisfying for the performers is not a reason to 
include it.

What about the 4th wall then? Is it rudimen-
tal to your production or is it still present in 
one way or another?

I think it is there as an immaterial wall. I would 
say it is a frame. The line separating the stage 
and the audience is important since that is the 
only way to create a different space to discuss 
reality. I do not want to blur these lines. My 
performers or singers always communicate their 
energy, focus, and their singing very clearly to 
the audience. What they convey is addressed 
to the audience. It is not about the relations in 
between them, it is more about the relations 
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between the image and the audience or the 
performers and spectators.
I experience my audience with a high level of 
concentration. I try to give my audience this 
space. Especially with the FLATLAND moments, 
a small happening I made in Hotel Pro Formas 
atelier we could sense the concentration. The 
atmosphere can remind you of a library. I try to 
create a complete composition where people 
get a chance to listen. With slowness in place, I 
open the door for listening.
It is a mixture of being dramaturgically clever 
and listening to your own intuition. Therefore, it 
is significant to speak about the importance of 
dramaturgy. By falling in love with the material 
you are producing, you might forget to take a 
step back to observe proportions of stage images 
and where to cut or prolong a certain moment.
I see theatre space as sacral. Not to be religious 
about it, remembering the existence of certain 
rules for certain types of atmosphere. As I said, 
I do existential works, which means putting up 
different images that discuss what reality can 
be. Perhaps some of my pieces can be seen as a 

book. I have said that for me Everything remains 
is a poem and The 4th Morning is an equation. 
The first part of For Ever Four Seasons is like a 
National Geographic report piece and the second 
part is from a Time magazine article. I like to use 
those other genres to understand the format of 
what I am working with.

How would you describe your process of 
dramaturgic research and creative explo-
ration?

I start with the dramaturgy. I always have dif-
ferent diagrams, visual scores, and drawings of 
every performance at early stages. I live with 
them for about two years afterwards. I use it 
as a communication tool with the rest of the 
artistic team as well as for personal understan-
ding. Simply put: What do I choose to put into 
the performance, and how is that achieved? I 
have detailed discussion with dramaturg Astrid 
Hansen Holm and other team members. Howe-
ver, when I start rehearsals, during the first two 
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weeks I usually try to forget a little bit about it. 
Since I have already planned almost every scene, 
I can allow myself to be more intuitive in the 
beginning. I can work for 10 days by just creating 
material on stage, images or movements and 
after that my dramaturg can come to give her 
opinion or explanation. I give great importance 
to preparation to allow myself to be intuitive and 
innocent.

And in your duo with Juli Apponen?
The 52 minutes in Everything Remains re-
flects the condition that we work with or 
want to communicate. And then what is 
it that we should convey with an autobio-
graphy? Is it a life story from a to z or an 
experience of a condition? It is all about 
the balance between the abstraction and 
concrete confrontation.

Based on the major themes that you convey, 
can you say that your work is somewhat 
political?

I will definitely never make a piece where I tell 
the audience what to have an opinion on. One 
could just write an essay or make a demons-
tration, but I am a big believer in realpolitik. 
However, working with theatre and performance, 
you work with the body, and there is a constant 
discussion about representation. You can never 
escape this. I would rather deal with ethical and 
metaphysical themes, than direct political ques-
tions.   I believe, daring to deal with the term 
beauty, you can provoke a new perception of the 
world in the audience, and this might lead to a 
political awareness, and a potential change.

Is there something you would not work 
with?

I would not say that there are some disciplines 
that I would not engage into. Maybe classical 

ballet – it is too close to masturbation, although 
if you asked me 10 years ago I would have said 
that I would never do an opera. Everything is a 
material and materials are endless.

What about your future aspirations? Per-
haps new platforms to explore?

I am happy to have the ability to switch between 
different production scales: from large operas 
to small stages. Sometimes there is something 
you can investigate in the big theatre which you 
cannot do in a black box. In the future, I want to 
go a little bit outside of the stage and work with 
a trilogy for educational rooms: a choreographic 
piece in a gymnastics hall, a visual installation 
in a swimming pool, and a text based piece with 
binaural sound for a classroom. The spectators 
are sitting by desks with headphones. I plan to 
tour with it around schools and festivals. The 
gymnastics hall is a particularly interesting spa-
ce, since it allows me to work with daylight and 
smoke again. I have done it before several times, 
but I am not finished with that and would like to 
continue my investigation.

How would you sum up your main artistic 
philosophy?

No shame, no guilt, no punishment. 


