
PRESENTATION SCRIPT 

SLIDE 1 

WELCOME 

SLIDE 2 

In this presentation I would like to explore the question of 'equity' through a historical 

example of pedagogical theatre practice - that of Latvian theatre maker's Asja Lācis' 

children's theatre with homeless children in the Russian town of Orel in 1918.  

SLIDE 3 

I am hereby curious to understand how Lācis responded to the street children's needs 

pedagogically. How did she formulate the children's needs? What kind of pedagogical aims, 

and ultimately, what kind of concept of education resulted from her attempt to improve their 

lives? I will explore this pedagogical curiosity in three steps.  

SLIDE 4 

Firstly, I provide a sketch of the street encounter that (according to her own biographical 

recollections) was the key moment that led Asja Lācis' to set up her children's theatre. 

Secondly, I will briefly look at the kind of education that she envisions for the street 

children's well-being. And thirdly, I will conclude that Lācis' entertains a concept of 

pedagogy as 'porosity'.  

SLIDE 5 

Her pedagogy of porosity, I will argue, sees a close relationship between the aesthetic 

arrangement of space, the (educator's) structuring of the children's aesthetic, social and 

sensory engagement with the world, and the emergence of the 'good life' (and with that 

equity) for the street children.  

SLIDE 6 
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The call of equity as the call for pedagogy 

I arrived in Orel in 1918. I was meant to work as a director at the local 
theatre, a straightforward career path. But things turned out 
differently. In the streets of Orel, in the market places, in the 
cemeteries, in basements, in destroyed buildings, I saw bands of 
neglected children: the Besprizorniki. There were boys with black 
faces that had not been washed for months, jackets in rags, the lining 
hanging out in wisps; wide, long cotton pants tied together with a 
rope, armed with sticks and iron bars. They always moved in groups, 
had a headman, stole, robbed, beat down. In summary, they were 
robber bands - victims of WWI and the civil wars (...). (Lācis, 1971, 
pp. 21-22; the author's translation from German) 
 
This short descriptive sketch from the German publication of Latvian actress, director and 

teacher Asja Lācis' biographical recollections sets the scene for what phenomenologist of 

educational practice Max van Manen (2012) theorises as the emergence of a pedagogical 

moment; the key moment, that will place the Latvian theatre maker into the pedagogical 

relationships that resulted in her experimental educational theatre project with Russian war 

orphans - the street children - in 1918 Orel (Oryol);  

SLIDE 7 

a Russian city located on the Oka River, about 230 miles south-southwest of Moscow. Asja 

Lācis 1 has recently graduated from Fedor Kommissarževskij's (Meyerhold-influenced) avant-

garde Theatre Studio in Moscow and is sent to take on a position as director at the local 

theatre in the Russian city of Orel. 'But things turned out differently', as Lācis puts it above, 

in her characteristically concise writing style (ibid).  

SLIDE 8 

Her observation of this post-WWI street scene and her encounter with (the not uncommon 

phenomena of) groups of begging, homeless children, who had fallen victim to the turmoils 

of World War I, the October Revolution in 1917 and the ensuing Russian Civil War, 

interrupts the more conventional career path of the theatre director that lay ahead of her. As 

an enthusiastic supporter of the 1917 October revolution and the newly formed revolutionary 

 
1 Latvian: Anna Lāce; Russian: Анна 'Ася' Эрнестовна Лацис, Anna 'Asya' Ernestovna Latsis; 
German: Asja Lazis/ Lācis   
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Soviet republic, Lācis goes to visit the dedicated educational institutions and workshops, that 

are set up by the Soviet government to look after the homeless children, as part of their newly 

established, post-revolutionary welfare programs (Lācis, 1971, 21ff). The street children, she 

notes, continuously break out and escape the institutions' enforced routines and relationships. 

She observes that the orphans that are sheltered in the local children's homes seem 

traumatised. They do not roam the streets in violent gangs. They are fed, housed and cleanly 

dressed, but Lācis observes in the children a certain absence of an 'inner life'. Apathetic to 

their surroundings, the orphans seem to her to look at life through tired and sad eyes 'like old 

men' (ibid). Lācis' ethical response to her encounter with the two groups of orphans - the 

gangs of violent, homeless street children and the apathetic children in the welfare institutions 

- concern the way that she is meant to act, personally and responsibly, in the face of these 

'children without childhood' - beyond the Soviet government's well-meaning state 

programmes: 

SLIDE 9 

These were 'children without childhood...I could not stay indifferent 
and had to do something, and I understood that wee children's songs 
and round dance is not sufficient (...). (Lācis, 1971, p. 21; the author's 
translation from German) 
 
Lācis formulates her response to the children's lived experience as a concrete pedagogical 

demand on her. This 'call of equity (if you like), framed in Lācis' writing, is narrated by her as 

a sudden realisation; an ethical (and subsequently artistic) demand, that places her (seemingly 

not entirely of her own choosing) into a pedagogical relationship with the war orphans.  

 

 

 

SLIDE 10 
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'[Pedagogy, and with that the realisation of equity] [...] is a phenomenon that issues a 

complex imperative in the manner that we see, feel, sense, reflect, and respond to the call of 

the child [person] before us' (Van Manen, 2012, 10). 

SLIDE 11 

 Lācis' response to the encounter with the orphans 'without childhood' is hereby not firstly 

framed through a romantic notion of 'childhood' as a natural category; she doesn't aim for a 

restoration (or at least reaching towards) a 'lost state' of childhood (innocence and goodness), 

that is set in opposition to the corrupting nature of (adult) civil society. Doubting instead the 

appropriateness of those educational methods ('round dance' and 'wee children's songs') that 

assume such separate and (fully) protective space of childhood, Lācis acknowledges the 

undeniable reality of social inequality (and its associated horrors) evident in the children's 

lives, and with that, the impossibility of treating the children as (or turning them back into) a 

blank slate that can be (freshly) inscribed from a (restored) state of childhood purity.  

This is however not to imply that Lācis assumes that the 'good life' for the street children 

might just come about accidentally, or that her theatre approach is not underpinned by a 

concept of education that wishes to improve the children's life.  

SLIDE 12 

What kind of education (as a response to the inequality she encounters) does she then 

envision?  

SLIDE 13 

She writes this in her biographical recollections: 

In order to haul the children out of their lethargy, a task was required 
that could fully seize them and liberate their traumatised capacities. I 
knew the tremendous power that resides in theatrical play [...] I 
wanted to develop the children where their eye sees more clearly and 
their ear listens in a more refined manner and their hands create 
useful things out of unformed material. (Lācis, ibid, 21-22, the 
author's translation) 
 
SLIDE 14 
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For  Lācis, it is the complete immersion into theatrical play (and its associated production 

processes) that holds the potential to release the children's personal productivity, well-being 

and their dormant strengths (Lācis, 1971, 23). By 'seizing' the children's desire to attend to 

(and get good at) the craft of theatre, Lācis seeks to 'awaken' their full (inner) cognitive, 

sensory, moral and imaginative capacities. Painting a somewhat Kantian picture, she seems to 

evoke the ideal of a unity of the moral life, where what is beautiful is also the symbol for 

what is morally good (to 'see clearly' is also to see 'justly'). Here, the children's own moral 

intuitions (as to what is good and beautiful) are tested and refined within their practical 

engagement with and attention to theatre, each other and themselves. In other words, Lācis 

embraces the idea (and hope) that the Good (and with that the good life) will ultimately 

crystallise out of the children's ordinary but committed, that is attentive, everyday activities. 

For Lācis, it is however in the world of the theatre (and within the artistic production 

processes associated with it), as a demarcated educational space, that this attentiveness to life 

can be best practiced. Why is the theatre in her view so suited as a rehearsal space for the 

good life? Walter Benjamin (1999a), who theorised Lācis' approach in his 'programme for 

proletarian children's theatre' about 10 years later (in 1928 or early 1929 - but unpublished in 

his lifetime), tells us that: 

SLIDE 15 

'It is only in the theatre that the whole of life can appear as a defined 
space, framed in all its plenitude; and this is why proletarian children's 
theatre is the dialectical site of education' (Benjamin, 1999a, 202).  
 
Benjamin implies that it is only the theatre that makes human relationships - the relationship 

with ourselves, others and the world at large, - in other words the question what the 'good life' 

might actually look like (or not), its social, political and artistic subject. In the mimesis of 

theatre, and as producers and audiences of their own performances, the children are invited to 
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look at, reflect on, test, and work, hands-on, on reality - 'the whole of life in all its plenitude'. 

Lacis gives us an example of this: 

SLIDE 16 

[...] there was serious commitment to the work, cutting, gluing, 
dancing, singing, texts were rehearsed. This is how the character of 
the evil Tartarian boy  Alinur [based on Meyerhold's play] came 
about, who insulted his mother and terrorised other children. (Lācis, 
1971, 25; the author's translation) 
 
Through the process of attending to the creating their own 'strange' stories and metaphors 

about the 'good life' (without of course knowing exactly that this is what they are doing), the 

children are hoped to develop an increased sense of reality ('seeing' the people and things 

around them), perhaps experience a decrease in egoism, all the while figuring out how people 

might live together (well). The educational theatre space that Lācis invokes in her 

recollections, is hereby marked by the provision of practical (poly-technical/artistic) 

opportunities for individual and collective 'playful', but not unserious, engagement in those 

structured work processes necessitated by the artistic and technical requirements of theatrical 

production processes. Lācis' first step in demarcating such educational space are hereby 

accordingly also very practical.  

SLIDE 17 

Helped by the head of the education section Iwan Michail Tschurin, Lācis turns her own 

living quarters (where she lives with her then husband Jūlijs and young daughter Daga), a 

beautiful aristocratic house in Orel, rumoured to have housed the aristocratic protagonists of 

Turgenieff's 1903 novel 'A Nobleman's Nest' (Lācis, ibid, 22), into the space for her 

children's theatre. The rooms feature large gothic windows and flaunt beautiful long views 

that lead the eye through old acacia trees all the way down to a river plain. 'These rooms were 

meant for children's theatre' (Lācis, ibid). With the council's assistance, the walls are knocked 

through and the rooms are united into a hall that is decorated with frescoes to mark their 

dedicated theatre space. The Turgenieff house does here not simply serve as a 'random' 
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physical location that houses the children's theatre. The aesthetic arrangement (including the 

decoration) of the theatrical space and its location (with its proximity to the natural 

environment; framed also by the windows) can be instead considered part of, as well as 

making tangible, a notion of pedagogy that seeks to structure the children's ways of 

encountering the world (nature, each other and themselves of course) in a 'holistic' way.  

SLIDE 18 

A pedagogy of porosity   

SLIDE 19 

The connection between the aesthetic arrangement of public spaces and its embodiments of 

theory and pedagogy are a recurring motif in both Lācis, and her friend Walter Benjamin's 

work, who theorised her children's theatre in 1928 (or early 1929) in the text known as his 

'programme for proletarian children's theatre' (1999) (however unpublished in his lifetime).  

SLIDE 20 

Lācis and Benjamin first met on the island of Capri, in Italy's Bay of Naples, in the summer 

of 1924, where they develop a long-standing friendship and love affair. Here, she tells 

Benjamin about her Orel children's theatre for the first time and they bond over their shared 

love of theatre and interest in pedagogy. Lācis recalls Benjamin's extraordinary interest in her 

theatre with children (Lācis' 1971), at a time when he is writing his post-doctoral work 

(German habilitation) on German baroque tragedy.  

SLIDE 21 

Benjamin had been exploring pedagogical questions since his own involvement in the 

German youth movement as a young man, and had been writing essays for the movement's 

progressive educational journal Der Anfang (The Beginning), including his metaphysical 

writings (2011) on the sacralizing role of ‘new education’ (Reformpädagogik).  

SLIDE 22 
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As a result of their Naples encounter, Benjamin and Lācis jointly pen an article about the 

'porous' city aesthetic, and theory of life in Naples, published in the Frankfurter Zeitung in 

1925, which resonates Lācis' pedagogical approach when arranging the Turgenieff house as a 

theatre space. In their Naples essay, Benjamin and Lācis vividly describe the way that 

(Neapolitan) architecture and street life come into being through the interaction between the 

natural features of the Naples landscape, the built environment and people's ways of 

'improvising' life within the interstices - using the emerging city space as a theatrical stage.  

SLIDE 23 

Buildings are used as a popular stage. They are all divided into 
innumerable, simultaneously animated theatres. Balcony, courtyard, 
window, gateway, staircase, roof are at the same time stage and boxes. 
[...] Everybody participates in the theatre of Neapolitan street life. 
Even street decorations are related to those of the theatre [...]Porosity 
is the inexhaustible law in this city. (Benjamin and Lācis 1925: 417f) 

In Naples, a deeply Catholic city, where the 'festival penetrates each and every working day' 

(Benjamin and Lācis 1925: 418), street altars and street vendors are erected impromptu; 

gestures of worship and financial transaction mix and meet; children (from large Catholic 

families) can be seen to roam the streets at night and sleep outdoors during the day; private 

and public gestures intermingle and are on public display. This is the 'porosity' of Naples 

'living' architecture; a porous city aesthetic that only comes to life through the participation of 

its residents.  

SLIDE 24 

For her Orel theatre experiment, Lācis draws on this concept of porosity. She arranges the 

educational space for porosity, inviting the children's participation and inhabitation of the 

various stages that emerge: here, the large hall festively decorated with the light streaming 

into the large windows - an invitation to dance and run, build and create sets; to engage in 

collective 'public' tasks and gestures, and to develop a 'communal rhythm'. There, the space 
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by the window that frames the beautiful views: an invitation perhaps for the child to think and 

contemplate nature, perhaps to go for a walk (in silent conversation).  

Beyond my speculation as to what kind of participation might have been envisioned on these 

different pedagogical 'stages', Lācis actually gives us a concrete idea as to how the Turgenieff 

studio space was employed to further structure the children's artistic, social and sensory 

engagement with their environment:    

SLIDE 25 

The children's theatre is organised into different artistic sections, in which the children are 

trained in various specialised artistic and technical skills, but mainly with the more general 

educational aim of improving their overall sense perception. In order to educate the children's 

visual perception, they are taught painting and drawing by stage designer Victor 

Tschestakow; their musical sensibilities are trained by a pianist who leads on the music 

lessons; and the technical skills development consists in the building of props, buildings, 

animals and figures - for use in their own theatre performances (Lācis, 1971, 22). Rhythm, 

gymnastics and diction are also part of this new 'curriculum'.  

To sum up my argument: 

Lācis' pedagogy as 'porosity' sees a close relationship between the aesthetic arrangement of 

space, the (educator's) structuring of the children's aesthetic, social and sensory engagement 

in the world and the child's self-guided attentive commitment to the theatre work. The 'good 

life' (and with that equity) for the street children is hoped to crystallize on the pedagogical 

stages provided by the educator, although its exact theatrical form (in the children's 

performances/or their conduct in life) cannot be predicted.  
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