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PREFACE

This Companion is the materialisation of a long process that started in spring 2016 at the 
International Federation for Theatre Research (IFTR) conference in Stockholm. All along, we 
have thought of it less as a traditional guide than as an attempt to reach into and substantially 
affect the future of our field. Although by definition handbooks take stock of the current state 
of affairs, from the outset we have tried to change the perspective and capacity of the genre. 
While we use the format to retrospectively reflect on various facets of theatre and performance 
historiography, at the same time the contributors are deeply committed to the idea of initiating 
conversations among scholars from diverse backgrounds and varied perspectives to discuss the 
question of what theatre and performance historians have to offer to and as cultural historians 
and how to bring this about in the coming decades. The idea of contributors endowed with an 
array of historical “superpowers” (the insights, abilities, and obligations that arise from commit-
ting to recognise the value of performative analysis when researching cultures) soon became the 
ironic catchphrase to describe the fundamental ambition.

This goal called for an unconventional editorial process. A group of collaborating editors 
was recruited and first convened in January 2017 in Evanston, Illinois, to discuss priorities for 
the book and a process for bringing it to fruition. Through vivid and broad discussions, three 
main insights arose:

 1. The categories by which we would organise the Companion would not be the same as in 
existing models and precedents in the field.

 2. Contributions would revise Western models of academic and scholarly discourses using a 
polyphonic approach.

 3. The curatorial process would proceed not simply by commissioning essays but also with a 
series of “chamber conferences” in which contributors would present early drafts of their key 
ideas and, with these, discuss the outline, ambition, and reach of the entire project.

Thus, the preparation has been collaborative and dialogic from the outset. In the following 
months, three chamber conferences were held in Seattle (October 2017), Santa Barbara (March 
2018), and Cologne (June 2018), generating fascinating discourse that profoundly enriched 
participants’ insights. When the collaborating editors came back to Evanston in January 2019, 
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we were able to discuss full- length essays as substantive drafts, yet we still scoped an incomplete 
version of the Companion.

Among the ideas that percolated through the chamber conferences and ensuing conversa-
tions was the conviction that the Companion should offer approaches that communicate across 
(and sometimes along with) academic disciplines adjacent to theatre and performance studies, 
and seek to offer the basis for expanded discussions. But first, we embraced the realisation that 
thinking with the categories of theatre and performance —  which in US- American discussions 
are often (productively or unproductively) understood as categorically distinct in ways that are 
less important in European settings —  leads to historical understanding of domains of knowl-
edge and practice, now and in the past, that can be extremely generative. In other words, we 
embraced the idea that whereas theatre and performance are sometimes opposed (and polar-
ised) disciplinarily, at this point in the twenty- first century it is extremely productive to bring 
the differentiated understandings of these domains —  and their theoretical, methodological, 
and historiographic commitments —  jointly into historical inquiry. It became evident that the 
Companion would be based foremost not on the idea of aesthetic achievements of individuals 
or schools, but rather on the challenges of accounting for theatre and performance in various 
situations. Additionally, authors picked up conversations with the disciplines of history, anthro-
pology, classics, and political theory along with fields and practices such as digital humanities, 
sound studies, post- colonial studies, Indigenous studies, and translation. The much- vaunted hail 
to “the archive” takes many forms here: as multiplicities of archives and the perseverance and 
skills needed to navigate them; legacies wrought by personal archives; challenges posed by the 
bias selection in collections as well as other kinds of gaps, absences, and selection; preservation, 
data mining, and digitisation as historicist endeavours; and the effects of creation, circulation, 
revision, reliability, human intervention, and recursion more generally. These questions connect 
very different topics, if a topic can be taken as the historical phenomenon ostensibly under 
investigation.

To avoid a degree of over- abstraction, contributors were encouraged to develop one or 
more small case studies. These allow readers to recognise different backgrounds and points of 
reference of the respective authors. But these are not ends in themselves but rather the entrées 
to historiographic issues, differentiated across the chapters. Thus, there are many kinds of things 
under investigation, including but not limited to subfields’ preoccupations and potentialities, the 
impact of theoretical commitments on historical conception, and the distinction of theatre and 
performance research from other kinds of history and emphases in historiography.

Thanks and praise are lavished on our collaborating editors, Leo Cabranes- Grant, Pavel 
Drábek, Rob Henke, Odai Johnson, Heike Roms, Liz Son, and Margaret Werry, who have been 
exceptional colleagues, advising on the Companion’s concept, hosting chamber conferences (Leo 
and Odai), and adding in myriad ways to the project’s texture, address, and acuity. Gratitude is 
owed to the School of Drama at the University of Washington (along with Shelby Lunderman 
and Carlos Salazar), and to the hospitality extended by the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung 
(TWS) of the University of Cologne, the Department of Theatre at Northwestern University, 
and the University of California, San Diego. Thanks also to the scholars who have come part 
of the way with us, participating in the chamber conferences or helping to scope ideas and 
connections: Heather Davis- Fisch, David Donkor, Stefka Mihaylova, and Jane Taylor. Graduate 
assistants in Northwestern’s Interdisciplinary PhD in Theatre and Drama (Laura Ferdinand, 
Heather Grimm, Chelsea Taylor, and Elena Weber) exemplified good partnership in various 
stages of the Companion’s preparation, and Ali Faraj also provided essential advice. Dorothea Volz, 
Nora Probst, and Kerstin Stremmel’s assistance with illustrations and advice of various kinds 
at the TWS is appreciated. Max Shapey undertook timely and indispensable technical editing 
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the endeavour: Giorgio Chiappa (Freie Universität, Berlin); Holly Dayton, Heather Grimm, 
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INTRODUCTION
On Critical Media History

Tracy C. Davis and Peter W. Marx

History as collage

Without any doubt, it is the kaiser (or at least a figure resembling Kaiser Wilhelm II) whose 
silhouette atop the ladder is thrown over huge projected lists of facts and figures, in proximity 
to the shadow of the Kora player N’Faly Kouyate. Towards the right, the portrait of a man and 
an antiquated biplane in silhouette are manipulated by puppeteers. This unusual encounter is a 
production photo from The Head & the Load, in which World War I is explored from an African 
perspective. William Kentridge —  along with the composers Philip Miller and Thuthuka Sibisi 
and choreographer Gregory Maqoma —  focuses on the one million African victims of the war 
who are typically absent from casualty statistics because they were recruited as civilians (for 
example, to carry military equipment through a landscape that defied the strategic planning 
of the European powers). The setting provides an ongoing challenge and provocation: when 
the play was mounted for the Ruhrtriennale in Duisburg (2018), the stage was shallow, yet its 
width of more than fifty metres forced the audience to constantly shift perspective and rear-
range focus. Visually, it was dominated by a backdrop that functioned as a screen for projected 
drawings, small textual banners, and animated movies, while from downstage shadows were cast 
backwards, doubling actors and objects, playing with scale and perspective in different ways.

The form of the production corresponds with its intervention. Numerous European and 
African languages are incorporated, but mediated aesthetics are also integral to telling the story. 
As Kentridge states:

The test is really to find an approach that is not an analytic dissection of a historical 
moment, but which doesn’t avoid the questions of history. Can one find the truth in 
the fragmented and incomplete? Can one think about history as collage rather than 
narrative?

quoted in McCoy 2019, 20

In search of “history as collage,” the production assembles numerous distinct media technolo-
gies (microphone, gramophone, and loudspeaker) as well as multiple mediatised images and 
forms of projection (shadow puppetry, silhouettes, and film sequences). The performers’ bodies 
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are multiplied, appearing in their natural physical form as well as in silhouettes and shadows 
(Figure 0.1). This multiplicity preoccupies the aesthetic criticism: reviewers refer to it as a “liv-
ing panorama” (McCoy 2019, 19) or a “danse macabre” (Wilink 2018), indicating that well- 
established genres are legible through metaphorical and historical references and specific forms 
of performance, coalescing to an unsettling effect. While one might regard this production as yet 
another instance of post- dramatic theatre, such an ascription misses its radicality. The Head & the 
Load does not merely mix different forms of representations and styles: it utilises elements —  a 
discourse of, not merely through, media —  in order to draw attention to this eclipsed chapter of 
African history and colonial cruelty.

In the 2012 Charles Eliot Norton Lectures, Kentridge connected his post- colonial historical 
perspective to an interest in historical forms of visual media and theatre.

There is another history of cinema, which can be written in terms of technologies of 
looking. Let us look at five such technologies in the studio: the stereoscope; the phen-
akistoscope [sic], or all types of zoetropes; the anamorphic mirror; the Claude glass; and 
the etching press. Each of these is a pre- cinematic device, which takes an element of 
how we see, removes it from the world of naturalized, invisible vision, turning it into a 
material object, producing at the end a reconfigured seeing, changing both our sense 
of the world and our sense of self.

Kentridge 2014, 112

In his artistic and intellectual dialogue with these techniques as well as different forms of stage 
machinery, Kentridge concludes that “we are actively making the seeing” (2014, 114). This making 

Figure 0.1 Photograph from The Head & the Load, dir. William Kentridge. Joanna Dudley (Kaiser) and 
N’Faly Kouyate.
Photo: © Stella Olivier, 2018.
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of seeing is a hallmark of his work. In preparing his production of Mozart’s Magic Flute (Brussels 
2005), Kentridge built maquettes based on baroque theatre machinery and projected images 
and films onto them (2014, 50– 1). These small- scale experiments of “the stage as camera” can 
be understood as models for The Head & the Load (Kentridge 2005). Discussing his production 
of Alban Berg’s Wozzeck (Salzburg 2017), Kentridge calls the opera “a machine for thinking” 
(Metropolitan Opera 2019), and so repeatedly in his productions he makes the theatre a labora-
tory to explore making the seeing, not only as an aesthetic but also as a historicist act of reusing 
performance forms bestowed with political implications. In juxtaposing different techniques in his 
mises en scène, Kentridge encourages reflection on the mediated forms and stimulates perception 
specifically as mediated spectating, engaging cultural frameworks that enhance and bring meaning 
through these forms. His emphasis on an African perspective in The Head & the Load highlights 
a common condition of any form of media history, for whereas the rhetoric of mediated forms 
often claims universality, his approach commits to historicising and localising phenomena.

This example invites reflection on the challenges of a historiographic approach, both to 
making performance about history and to researching performance history. In order to be 
able to describe The Head & the Load’s intellectual horizon (not reduced to merely aesthetic 
playmaking), theatre/ performance historiography needs to be understood within an evolving 
media history, or rather what we posit as Critical Media History. This perspective on histori-
ography coalesces for us at the bridgehead of the 2020s in response to the disciplinary histories 
of Theatre Studies and Performance Studies, separately and entwined, and in relation to the 
academic landscape of cultural history and its many debts that have accrued over the last century 
and a quarter across the humanities and social sciences.

At the beginning of the academic life of theatre, its subject and history seemed to be self- 
evident. Emerging from a scholarly system that privileged literary forms, such as drama, and that 
acknowledged performance only to the extent that it was part of the literary culture, theatre 
history was defined through its neighbouring disciplines: thus, theatre and its history were a 
sub- category of art and art history (as practices), and literature and literary history (as texts). 
Any instances that reached over these established categories needed to be classified as trans-  or 
inter- , insinuating either daring innovation or irregularity. Thereby, theatre found a place in the 
study of folklore (bridging narrative, oral, and textual traditions), and performance was a focus 
of anthropology (eschewing textuality in favour of enactment), flourishing under structural-
ism’s sway. Variants on this dichotomy are addressed in this volume in essays by Bishnupriya 
Dutt, Tracy C. Davis, Rashna Darius Nicholson, Margaret Werry, and Vicki Ann Cremona and 
Mahmoud Mejri, sharpening the focus and extending the historiographic timeline into and 
beyond post- structuralism. Whereas designating theatre and performance’s separateness from 
each other has been an academic preoccupation of the past fifty years or so, our stance as his-
toriographers is that the time has come to think anew about the factors that gave rise to this 
separation and to offer a compelling alternative.

Critical Media History focuses on processes of formatting or trans- formatting the experi-
ence of performance and forms of media. Here, “critical” recognises that concepts constitute 
and continually build the ways in which an audience spectates and values a genre, style, media 
form, or other tradition, as well as the factors that inspire anyone to perform (in any capacity 
and permutation of this concept). This formation of media not only refers to semiotic, aesthetic, 
or other hermeneutic factors but also explicitly includes legal, social, political, military, eco-
nomic, technological, and other constitutive conditions. In this sense, Critical Media History 
cannot be governed by any definition of theatre or performance —  notwithstanding how influ-
ential and powerful these might be —  but arises from the recognition of complex interrelations 
and interdependencies.
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Critical Media History focuses on the “media ecologies” that are among the determining 
factors in the constitution of cultures (Bosman 2016, 308). Modes of presentation, economies, 
and different forms of institutionalisation —  the three pillars of any media culture —  are intrin-
sically interdependent. Theatre and performative practices are a vital part of experiencing and 
expressing public space and institutions, and they thereby arise in other arts and media, social 
expressions and gatherings, persisting as an important contributor to and catalyst for other 
developments.

In part, the ubiquity of media ecologies’ impact on cultures accounts for the importance of 
differentiating theatre from performance (a sometimes theatre- like presentationalism, yet also 
a factor of human and object relations in the everyday), a major commitment of the essays 
that follow, including those by Natasha Korda, Elizabeth W. Son, Leo Cabranes- Grant, Ellen 
MacKay, and Stefan Hulfeld. Yet, specifically, theatre provides a mode of perception, is con-
nected to circulating recombinative repertoires, and generatively develops and continues its own 
inherent as well as borrowed forms. Therefore it is vital to consider theatre (and performance) 
consistently among the mix of media, present and past, whether in presentational technologies 
like the zoetrope and the cinema, the roll and the codex, or in representational forms like the 
painting and the tableau. The historicity of theatre and performance is often marked in order to 
emphasise ephemerality and presentism. In this volume, Matthias Warstat offers a critical read-
ing of the idea of contemporaneity, while Sharon Aronson- Lehavi examines the use of video 
recording to produce, document, and historicise productions in light of questions of repeti-
tion and reappearance. Siyuan Liu’s study of a project to match audio and visual recordings of 
Beijing opera complicates the model further: remnants of different performances are laminated 
together, defying both the idea of a performance’s instant expiration and the need to think of 
any presentation as singular. Circulation within and between cultures and the re- use of elements 
is examined by Peter W. Marx, while Jean Graham- Jones offers an account of consequences 
of mobility in translations of formative theatrical theories of the twentieth century. All these 
examples are predicated on the variability of media ecologies’ durability, interpretability, and 
historicisation.

We define three foundational, interdependent dimensions to give a sense of theatre/ per-
formance media ecologies (Figure 0.2). Aesthesis refers to all acts of spectating, not as a natural, 
physiological process but as forms of reception developed in cultures. Under this rubric, ques-
tions of “belief ” or “taking something for real” can be discussed. Apparatus/ materiality refers 
to the historically specific formats for the apparatuses (means) and materialities (tangibles) of 
presentation that constitute media ecology as the product of cultural traditions and expressions, 
negotiations and innovations, in fixed or recombinative ways. Practices mediate between appara-
tus and aesthesis, as much as they are also enabled by the former and formed by the latter. The 
concept of practices includes artistic skills and elements that frame/ shape the different media.

This model does away with the idea that “the theatrical situation, reduced to a minimum, 
is that A impersonates B while C looks on” (Bentley 1991 [1964], 150). Instead, this dynamic 

Apparatus/
Materiality

Practices

Aesthesis

Figure 0.2 Foundations of media ecologies.
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model emphasises complex interconnected processes of formation and transformation, perfor-
mance and perception, that enable the significance of theatre/ performance to be explicated 
in history. Thus, Critical Media History is equally committed to overcoming the logic of any 
teleological or evolutionary grand récit. (These master narratives, such as the Renaissance or 
the Age of Exploration, quite common in cultural histories that focus on innovation and pro-
pel “progress,” classify historical phenomena in relation to what is often tacitly set as an ideal 
vantage point. Theatre history has its versions, such as the Spanish Golden Age and Realism.) 
For example, the shadow play is described as a “pre- cinematographic phenomenon” (Hick 
1999, 10– 11), although this description eclipses its complex position in culture between vis-
ual tricks and ongoing performance traditions. Counter- histories are scarcely more defensible 
 historiographically. In the name of surfacing phenomena excluded from mainstream history, 
counter- histories eclipse the complex interplay between cultural minorities and hegemonies.1 
Critical Media History allows for and seeks polyphonic trans- culturalism, multiplicate intra- 
cultural perspectives, and heterogeneous possibilities.

Critical Media History broadens the scope (and claims) of theatre/ performance history, 
whereby the abutting slash takes us away from a dichotomy of types of acts and towards the view 
that these practices constantly interpolate each other with historical citationality and recursivity. 
It situates theatre/ performance history as cultural history in order to understand what theatre/ 
performance accomplishes and how it is understood, recognising complexities of perspective, 
narrative, and reflection. More specifically, for the purposes of this volume, it allows for the fol-
lowing key historiographic observations:

 1. When Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin introduced the concept of remediation with its 
“double logic,” they noted how “our culture wants both to multiply its media and to erase all 
traces of mediation: ideally, it wants to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them” 
(2000, 5). The successive improvement of an illusion of reality correlates to a loss of awareness 
among spectators that there is a medium at all (55– 6). This view implies an intrinsic drive 
towards an ever- more perfect illusion, granting a kind of transparency to the new medium 
while relegating predecessors to obsolescence. As theatre history shows, this premise is as 
tempting as it is reductive. Mimetic seamlessness still lends symbolic capital to artistic repre-
sentation, and its genealogy since Aristotle has reverberated in how theatre is evaluated under 
many circumstances (performance coming to pre- eminence via its claim to artless verisimili-
tude). As powerful and influential as mimesis was and is, it does not service the myriad forms 
that are based on artificiality or non- realistic aesthetics. Baroque opera, Indonesian wayang, 
and Kathakali, for example, cannot fit this schema without being  marginalised. In order to 
avoid such teleological models, Critical Media History focuses on processes of formation 
and contingency rather than on pre- eminence or apotheosis. It does so in conjunction with 
anthropological and other perspectives that acknowledge that concepts such as realistic fidel-
ity, quality, and desirability depend on culturally specific and historically contingent factors. 
Distinctions between performance and theatre fade as categorical differences, while manifes-
tations of theatre/ performance tied to time and place matter greatly.

 2. In historical analyses, formalist considerations of performance function in combination with 
material and practice, interrelations of time and space, and the simultaneity of production 
and reception (the co- presence of actors and spectators in aesthesis), as well as a sense of 
collectivity and processualism respecting the social. These combined factors call for research 
methods and skills particular to the historian of performance/ theatre, some of which align 
with research specialities (e.g. dramaturgy, the study of acting, spectatorship studies, lyric the-
atre, and stagecraft/ scenography). At the same time, performance and theatre are intrinsically 
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intertwined with other social and cultural fields that contribute to their discourses and 
 formations, such as folklore and religious studies, ethnology, philosophy, sociolinguistics, 
jurisprudence, economics, and the history of science and technology. Critical Media History 
benefits from insights of many kinds.

Given our focus on performance, Critical Media History’s invitation to consider media cul-
tures will uncover both lasting genres or motifs and (sometimes) short- lived yet momentous 
phenomena. In this volume, essays by Odai Johnson, Michael Bachmann, Noémie Ndiaye, 
Stephanie Nohelani Teves, Enzo E. Vasquez Toral, Christopher B. Balme, Erith Jaffe- Berg, and 
Pavel Drábek point the way. The objective of such scholarship is not to espouse a monolithic, 
totalising grand récit; and indeed, the call for a polyphonic historiography is more likely to 
account for cultural multiplicity that queries, rather than inscribes, hegemonic concepts.

Our purpose is to draw out historiographic examples of how these general observations take 
on particularity when studied in relation to theatre/ performance. Working on this volume, we 
arrived at the truism that theatre history is performance history. To explore this idea, we propose 
rubrics that historians refine when explicating this central proposition: materiality and the sen-
sorium, locating, historicising, and scaling. Although most chapters engage multiple rubrics, we 
have grouped them using this schema in order that the contributors’ historiographic contribu-
tions come vividly to the fore.

Theatre history is performance history

In writing about theatre, we make history out of prior representational acts of speculation, 
fancy, and conjecture: this is the nature of repertoire and performance, resolutely in defiance of 
empiricism. When possible, we recuperate understandings of the theatrical performances vis- à- 
vis their artists and audiences, incorporating the purview of social history and the explanatory 
power of critical theory, seeking to tie down something about practice, aesthesis, or apparatus/ 
materiality. Like critical history more generally, this work “recognizes that every reference to 
context (as an ineffable index of meaning) is itself about social relations and arrangements that 
cannot be presumed and should be elaborated. Context is never solely given nor self- evident; 
context always begs as many questions as it may seem to resolve” (Kleinburg, Scott, and Wilder 
2018, 9). Because theatre/ performance reorders the past and present, “them” and “us,” and 
there and here, its history may have a special onus to clarify the splendidly illogical reorder-
ing accorded to imaginative play by elaborating on “the worldly stakes of its intervention” 
(Kleinburg et al. 2018, 8; see also Davis 2004).

When we embrace the more inclusive category of performance —  which involves theatre 
along with what Richard Schechner (1992, 9) conjures as “a broad spectrum of entertainments, 
arts, rituals, politics, economics, and person- to- person interactions” —  the scope of critical his-
tory changes. Some say it becomes omnipresent. As with Bruno Latour’s critique of sociology, 
“the social seems to be diluted everywhere and yet nowhere in particular” (2005, 2). There 
is little doubt that social factors matter to the history of theatre/ performance, but what are 
they? Can they be identified in theatre/ performance and around theatre/ performance, as well 
as through the doubled ontologies of performance and not- performance? Latour stipulates that 
“in the alternative view, ‘social’ is not some glue that could fix everything including what the 
other glues cannot fix; it is what is glued together by many other types of connectors” (2005, 
5). An expansive view of theatre/ performance can be tempered by similar claims: it represents 
an ordering and explanation of what a given culture reveres (or devalues) and wishes to make 
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manifest (or repress). In other words, performance (including theatre) reveals relationships of 
many kinds, personal and material, real and symbolic.

In 2013, Schechner observed that “by now ‘performance’ has emerged as both an artistic and 
theoretical category” (7). It turns out that this category constitutes less a new territory of “alter-
nate epistemological inquiries, orientations, or starting points” than a reorientation of known 
elements (Kleinburg et al. 2018, 2). As a discipline, Performance Studies was forged out of soci-
ology and anthropology, both in address and methods, as well as art history and cultural studies. 
Yet its Oedipal tussle with Theatre Studies has been, quite literally, anti- theatrical: a reaction 
against theatre’s ultimate artifice, mimesis. Theatre historians will recognise how the  implications 
of this conflict reverberate across time: the act of performing is authentic yet theatre is artificial, 
performance is culturally visceral yet theatre is elite, performance pulses through every facet 
of culture yet theatre is “the string quartet of the 21st century: a beloved but extremely lim-
ited genre, a subdivision of performance,” and so on (Schechner 1992, 8; see also Barish 1981; 
Freeman 2017). Yet the idea that theatre is prepared, artful, and presentational whereas (non- 
theatrical) performance is spontaneous, genuine, and communal does not hold: more instances 
breach these binaries than demonstrate them (Fletcher 2015; Magelssen 2014; Davis 2007). 
Performance Studies has needed a foil to differentiate its sphere of address from the earlier- 
developed field of Theatre Studies; rationales range from methods of participant- observer 
 ethnographic field study to the transactions of everyday life and communities’ integrative acts. 
It is sometimes hard to imagine what is left out of Performance Studies’ purview, and indeed it 
has been critiqued for this universalising tendency, for in practice it is as much a sensibility as a 
rationale. As Rupert Stasch, a sociocultural and linguistic anthropologist, remarks:

So too it turns out that a lot of culture and society at large consists of general models 
or structure of how to use signs: holding a sporting match, or holding an election. … 
It is a reflexive sense of doing things at a here- and- now.

2018, 74

From our perspective as historians, we find that despite these tensions there is tremendous advan-
tage gained in re- examining a past with greater performative inclusivity. Certainly, cultural history 
prospers in this relationship. What is considered a theatre event grows in nature (from display before 
an audience to all phases of preparation) with the consideration of social processes. Likewise, the 
pluralistic understanding of social performance connects spectatorial behaviours to a culture’s own 
registers of enactment (as well as to kinds of social and political performance, other genres, and 
media citationally reiterated by the theatre) in a multi- sensorial expression of what coheres, and 
blends, cultures. Thus, a gamut of enacting and receiving performance shows up across a spectrum 
of sociability, ritual, entertainments, and aesthetic experiences, pluralistically encompassing how 
cultures reproduce and recombine themselves through representational enactments and encounters. 
The spectrum is intrinsically permeable and changeable, and this openness to revision and variance 
is a key quality of this volume’s epistemological inquiries, whether the traces are in doll houses 
(Natasha Korda), archiving biases (Bishnupriya Dutt), or teaching aids (Tracy C. Davis).

There is no theatre without performance, but there can be performance without theatre. 
Elizabeth W. Son describes the formative role of performance in coming to terms with the mar-
ginalised experience of women who mark South Koreans’ memorialisation of a devastating loss 
of life through tourism as well as street performance. She poses a problem about memory and 
trauma studies in the commemoration of the Jeju Massacre, a psychic wound that has left too few 
marks in South Korea’s official history. Performance as an act evoking old and new memory his-
toricises the massacre, ensures the legacy cannot be whitewashed, and in its various manifestations 
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facilitates the sensorium’s engagement with place, event, temporalities, and incommensurable 
loss. Across the public sphere, mimetic acts occur, utilising leisure time and work time in a myriad 
of ways that involve demonstration, pretence, ritual, and citationality. Stefan Hulfeld, in his essay 
on 1848 revolutionary Vienna, shows how in a moment of political crisis specific performative 
gestures helped restore and maintain order, although dissenting behaviours transferred from the 
streets to the theatres. Such performances are both catalyst and symptom —  although not always 
to the same degree —  in synergy with political, economic, social, and private life. Theatre and 
performance historians may look like omnivores who feast on the “little stuff,” yet we find in it 
the essences of cultures. It can take the guise of small things within matters of great importance, 
and weighty things within matters of passing notice. Odai Johnson notes how practices can long 
precede evidence of them, which evocates questions about gaps, even long gaps, in calendrical 
lists. Noémie Ndiaye searches across dance, song, call- outs, tragedy, and applied arts to find and 
connect traces of African (moresche) presence, and importance, to early- modern Europeans: phe-
nomena that came to pass without being noticed but that are reassembled by Ndiaye to unlock 
historical meaning. The interdependence of theatre history and other branches of history (social, 
cultural, art, dance, and music) is as productive for the future of the field as is its interpolation 
with performance history, a terminus ad quem for both Theatre Studies and Performance Studies, 
allied with historical approaches to anthropology, sociology, and cultural history.

An extended example will illustrate these ideas. The St Georg Tivoli Theatre, which stood a 
little way outside the city walls of Hamburg from 1829 to 1907, provides a test case of how thea-
tre and performance, although separately broached and even understood as distinct categories 
in the past, facilitate a better understanding today if their metonymic principles —  a theatrical 
platea and a performative locus —  are instead expounded in tandem. There are several litho-
graphs of this Freilichttheater (open- air theatre), most likely dating from the 1830s through the 
1870s, which show how it developed over time. It had a split identity, listed in Wolff’s Almanach 
für Freunde der Schauspielkunst in 1847 as having both music and theatre directors (Heinrich 
1847, 160– 1), yet described in an 1869 guide for foreign visitors as being “a beer house with 
garden, music, &c.” (Hamburg and Its Environs 1869, 34). Through its lifespan, the Tivoli had twin 
attractions. From the perspective of theatre, the focus is clear: the stage. Duos, trios, and quartets 
are depicted performing, usually with obvious costumes and grand gestures. One image reverses 
the view: it is from the stage, across the audience. The theatre’s wing area is negligible; the audi-
ence is numerous; there is a distinct bank of planted gardens sloping up towards the promenade 
area, beyond which there is a pair of pavilions on either side and a large mansard- roofed build-
ing at the apex. At some point, a glass roof was built over the lower auditorium, although it 
remained open to the air on the northern (upward) side (Sander nd).

Allied attractions were of a very different kind from the stage performances. Prominent 
on the right- hand side of the auditorium was a sloped carriage- run on small- gauge tracks, a 
Rutschbahn (like a gentle roller coaster), which extended from near the Besenbinderhofstrasse 
entry, along the length of the facility, including the open- air auditorium, culminating some-
where past the stage. It must have been irritating for the performers to compete with its rumble 
(Figure 0.3). From the highest point (near the embarkation point for the Rutschbahn) to the 
proscenium stage, one looks down a natural incline towards the Bille and Elbe waterways that 
lead from Hamburg’s harbour to the North Sea. This view, in part, transforms the Freilichttheater 
into a Vergnügungspark (leisure grounds), with variegated attractions in addition to concerts and 
music festivals. Gradually, over the decades, the trestles under the Rutschbahn were encased, with 
parts incorporated into seating areas perpendicular to the stage, eventually converted into two 
distinct tiers of seats beneath the tracks. The orchestra pit and benches for the audience fill in 
the mid- space, terraced towards the Besenbinderhofstrasse with platforms for ambulation near 
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the top. Opposite the Rutschbahn, on the other side of the auditorium, an elevated walkway 
runs from the terraces to the proscenium, nearly the length of the property, giving a view 
of the whole facility as well as the woodland outside. In the illustrations, everyone seated on 
the benches seems to give rapt attention to the stage, but further from the stage this attention 
becomes mixed, until (in the forefront of the images) the revellers are broken into smaller social 
units, promenading, taking refreshments, enjoying the sun, taking refuge from the sun, and gen-
erally having a nice day out. The site is a theatre, yet it is a great deal more as well.

And so, from the consideration of performance, the stage is only one focus: the social groups 
are equally important (couples clambering into the carriages of the Rutschbahn, family groups 
taking tea, lovers promenading), as is the belated appearance of a menagerie and a glass house 
(possibly a botanic collection or orangery) (Figure  0.4). The open- air promenaders behave 
much like spectators during intervals of the opera, perambulating through the salles and foyers 
and along grand staircases and, when they can, conversing in quieter precincts. Equally interest-
ing are other non- iconographic accounts of various Gasthöfen (inns) in the immediate area that 
constituted facets of the entertainment zone (Brauneck 1989, 88; Thinius 1957).

In 1829, when the pleasant fields not far outside the historic fortified walls of Hamburg first 
gained a summer theatre, the area was almost wholly pastoral. Across the various engravings —  
from numerous hands —  the background fills in (Figure 0.5).2 The tall poplars, planted in a 
distinct formation, grow taller and thicker. Hamburg’s contours become more distinct. A tiny 
smoke- puffing train chugs across a field. Nearer by, the Berlin- to- Hamburg railway crosses to 
the southwest of the Tivoli. And finally, urbanisation has completely overtaken the quarter of St 
Georg (Figure 0.4): towering smokestacks crowd the immediate vicinity of the Tivoli, and the 
vistas of the Elbe and Bille and other North Sea channels fall entirely out of sight. These images 
exemplify how, from the perspective of economic and social history, the history of culture is 

Figure 0.3 The Hamburg Tivoli Freilichttheater with Rutschbahn, c. 1845. Anonymous lithograph.
Reproduced with permission of the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung, University of Cologne.
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Figure 0.4 The Hamburg Tivoli with covered auditorium, menagerie, and glass house, c. 1870. 
Lithograph by Wilhelm Heuer.
Reproduced with permission of the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung, University of Cologne.

Figure 0.5 The Hamburg Tivoli with covered side galleries, Rutschbahn, and encroaching 
industrialisation, c. 1850. Lithograph by Johann Heinrich Sander and Jens Gray.
Reproduced with permission of the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung, University of Cologne.
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intertwined with industrialisation, the maturation of Hamburg as a transportation hub for sea 
and rail, and the population growth that came along with this development. Initially the loca-
tion of a few country villas, the area was metropolitan by the 1860s, known specifically as an 
entertainment zone with a winter theatre and multiple inns. By the end of the century it was 
proletarian:  in 1907 the site of the Tivoli was replaced with an impressive Gewerkschaftshaus 
(trades union hall) (Brauneck 1989, 88; Thinius 1957).

The Tivoli is a particular case, yet it is also generalisable. Open- air theatres and pleasure 
grounds dotted Europe in the later eighteenth century and into the twentieth, wherever the 
climate allowed. A piquant irony surrounds their demise because they afforded exactly the kind 
of aloof spectatorship that Bertolt Brecht prized:  the smokers’ theatre admits a beer garden 
that, after the advent of realism, would allow issues of social importance to be regarded with 
the detachment he sought. Just as some documentation about the Tivoli fails to mention the 
full gamut of its modes of entertaining, being entertained, or performing, its relationship to 
St Georg’s growing entertainment zone, eventually operating year- round, is overlooked. The 
genres of these entertainments indicate a pattern of consumption (and a cultural memory of 
leisure and sociability in this quarter) that was interdependent with the port’s flourishing and 
the city’s rise to metropolis. So it is for many entertainments that have adjusted to modernity on 
the outskirts of ancient population centres, such as the Crystal Palace, built for the 1851 Great 
Exhibition grounds in Hyde Park, relocated to London’s distant southern suburb of Sydenham 
in 1854, and eventually lost to fire in 1936 (Nichols and Turner 2017; Piggott 2004).

If the Tivoli case emphasised a succession of popularity among various forms of entertain-
ment, it might give rise to histories of form and taste. Instead, as narrated here, it is a history 
where the ultimate change is demographic, leading to shifts in land use on behalf of a specific 
class of worker. In this perspective, theatre and performance are difficult to disambiguate from 
concerns favoured by labour, urban, and demographic historians.

The vicinity of theatre/ performance to other genres of history is often reflected in the joint 
usage of sources, yet usage yields different insights. In his contribution, Odai Johnson calls atten-
tion to the lacunae in official chronicles and methods of reading “holes” (phenomena missing 
from official records and chronicles); this approach contrasts with both classicists’ and medievalists’ 
concerns. Natasha Korda uses the concept of performance and the stage to read doll houses of the 
early- modern period as forms to implement gender roles. While the notion of play is central to 
Korda’s argument, Davis pushes the idea a step further when she discusses the idea of “setasided-
ness” as a precondition for delineating performance and theatre, and the influence of this concept 
in the formation of theatre/ performance studies during the first half of the twentieth century.

Materiality and the sensorium

Reflecting on his experience with a fellow traveller, high on a Sicilian hillside in the ruins of the 
Greco- Roman Taormina amphitheatre on 7 May 1787, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe captured 
the scene in words:

Now, sitting down at the spot where formerly sat the uppermost spectators, you confess 
at once that never did any audience, in any theatre, have before it such a spectacle as you 
there behold. On the right, and on high rocks at the side, castles tower in the air —  far-
ther on the city lies below you; and no doubt, stood of old on the same site. After this 
the eye falls on the whole of the long ridge of Aetna, then on the left it catches a view of 
the sea- shore, as far as Catania, and even Syracuse, and then the wide and extensive view 
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is closed by the immense smoking volcano, but not horribly, for the atmosphere, with its 
softening effect, makes it look more distant, and milder than it really is.

If now you turn from this view towards the passage running at the back of the 
spectators, you have on the left the whole wall of the rocks between which and the 
sea runs the road to Messina. And then again you behold vast groups of rocky ridges 
in the sea itself, with the coast of Calabria in the far distance, which only a fixed and 
attentive gaze can distinguish from the clouds which rise rapidly from it.

We descended towards the theatre, and tarried awhile among its ruins, on which an 
accomplished architect would do well to employ, at least on paper, his talent of restoration.

Goethe 1867, 521

The next day, Goethe daydreamed in a peasant’s orange garden below the heights of Taormina 
about “a dramatic concentration of the ‘Odyssey’ ” distilled through the Nausicaä episode. His 
fellow traveller, the painter Christoph Heinrich Kniep, again ascended the mountain, this time 
to sketch the theatre. Kniep created the memento that Goethe desired, on “two large sheets of 
drawing- paper, covered with the clearest outlines. Both will contribute to preserve in my mind 
a perpetual memory of these glorious days” (Goethe 1867, 521– 2). One of these sketches sur-
vives (Figure 0.6). At its centre, a man who assumes a contemplative pose is seated on a tumbled 
block in the orchestra, his dog looking up at him as if awaiting its next command. While the 
theatre’s scaenae frons and pulpitum dominate the middle ground, the remainder of the picture 
is crowded with a line of ruined structures reaching towards the nearest peak (the “castles … in 
the air” that Goethe noted), the town of Naxos hugging the coast beneath it, and Mount Etna 
in the background. It is both a souvenir of the experience and a memento mori, for it mourns 
the grandeur that has passed and holds it in tension with Goethe’s “perpetual memory.”

Figure 0.6 The theatre at Taormina, Sicily, 1788, by Christoph Heinrich Kniep. Sepia wash on paper.
The National Trust, Blickling Hall, Norfolk. Reproduced courtesy of the Courtauld Institute.
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Both Goethe’s account and Kniep’s sketch recount the intense experience of a vista, ren-
dering it simultaneously a matter of the past (“sitting down at the spot where formerly sat the 
uppermost spectators”), the present (“If now you turn from this view”), and the future (“an 
accomplished architect would do well to employ … his talent of restoration”). Within the thea-
tre site, Goethe was an audience to Nature and to History; looking on his memento we can 
trace his line of view. Taormina seemed to put Goethe in mind of a new tragedy on an ancient 
theme, and likewise Kniep privileges the acts of memory and contemplation over strict accu-
racy in rendering either the theatre’s stones and bricks or the rocky scape beyond. But, of course, 
Kniep made a souvenir, not a map: it corrects memory’s fleeting attention with the materiality 
of a portable image, the sensorium of vision, height, and depth rendered in two dimensions.

Over the next two centuries, Taormina attracted many public figures. It was visited 
by Richard Wagner, Tsar Nicholas I, Friedrich Nietzsche (who wrote parts of Also sprach 
Zarathustra there), Oscar Wilde, D.  H. Lawrence, Ernest Hemingway, Jean Cocteau, Jean 
Marais, Halldór Laxness (who wrote The Great Weaver from Kashmir there), among others. 
At the end of 1994, the theatre had another distinguished visitor: Heiner Müller, who had 
come to receive the Premio Europa per il Teatro. As Robert Scanlan described it, Müller’s 
arrival made for “a wrenching puzzle of unlikely juxtapositions. The paradisal Taormina, sur-
rounded as it is with Ionian blue and gold, is surely one of the most ironic of places for Heiner 
Müller’s dark Germanic oeuvre to be celebrated.” It neither matched Müller’s sensibility nor his  
post- dramatic (Scanlan wrote “postmodern”) oeuvre, Hamletmaschine being “the shrunken head 
of the original tragedy.” In his musing on the prize- giving and Müller’s patient meetings with 
the press afterwards, Scanlan contrasts the United States, then reeling from the culture wars 
that would have the arts merely “help our consciousnesses evade the ponderous problems of 
history,” with Europe, where the arts “thrust us deeper into engagement and participation in 
them.” For Müller, Scanlan stresses, “the synthetic fragment” sets “his vivid consciousness of 
such historical accidents and cultural collisions” in motion to “search for complex modes of 
expression.” To see Müller honoured at this site made Scanlan strain for his own “rickety grasp 
on the centuries and centuries of history and theatre that have sheltered in the hand- carved, 
stone lined cavea of the teatro antico at Taormina, under the smouldering majesty of Aetna” 
(1995, 96– 7).

But Müller was not the only notable visitor that year, as cinematic auteur Woody Allen was 
also in Taormina in late 1994, filming the opening sequence of Mighty Aphrodite. Allen’s film 
begins with pan shots of the theatre ruins, giving way to a masked chorus that mounts the steps 
to a sacred fire and chants the movie’s prologue. It is the perfect set- up for historicist citationality, 
complementing the antique site with the chorus’ draped gowns, masks, and intonations about 
the houses of Thebes and Atreus. The coryphaeus (played by F. Murray Abraham) steps out of the 
chorus and delivers a tragic set- up that unexpectedly turns to metaperformative self- parody:

For to understand the ways of the heart
Is to grasp as clearly the malice or ineptitude of the gods,
Who, in their vain and clumsy labours to create a flawless surrogate,
Have left mankind but dazed and incomplete.
Take for instance, the case of Lenny Weinrib,
A tale as Greek and timeless as fate itself.

Mighty Aphrodite, 1995

This sequence is preceded by a black screen with Woody Allen’s directing and writing credit, 
so perhaps the American- accented English should be viewers’ second clue that Lenny Weinrib 
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(played by Woody Allen)  —  whose modern- day vicissitudes of parenthood dominate the 
film —  is imminent. The sublimity of classicism finds its foil.

This citationality of Taormina’s semi- mysticism and its seeming openness to recapitulation 
by instances as different as Heiner Müller’s Premio Europa per il Teatro ceremony and Allen’s 
prologue are markedly opposed to the sensibility of how Taormina is studied as a site. This is a 
place where the stones and bricks are lent the ponderous authority of truth- giving. Frank Sear 
(1996) focuses on the results of surveys to date the structure and its modifications spanning the 
third century bce to the third century ce, by which time it had been converted for the dual 
purpose of theatre and beast shows. This change would mean that the orchestra where Kniep 
depicted a poet musing was actually a gladiatorial arena (a bit more apt for Allen’s ironisation, 
perhaps). A 2017 virtual archaeology project utilises three- dimensional digital reconstruction 
techniques to posit what the theatre could have looked like, focusing on the Trajan/ Hadrianic 
period, a time before the orchestra was converted to an arena. “The main goal of this work, is 
to understand the architectural … details of the monument, in an overall vision of the origi-
nal context that allows the visitors to value its element of originality” (Gabellone, Ferrari, and 
Giuri 2017, 1). This project developed aerial and drone photography that provide the basis for 
intricate visual images of the scaenae frons, pulpitum, and auditorium. Another study by landscape 
archaeologists investigates the use of up- to- date digitally georeferenced vector cartography on 
a GIS platform (cross- referenced to aerial surveys dating back to the 1920s through the 1940s) 
to survey the whole urban area of Taormina during the Greek, Roman, and medieval peri-
ods to better understand successive periods of inhabitation and change over time (Campagna 
and Scardozzi 2014). While these studies investigate the theatre, its civic location, and its geo- 
archaeological situation, to call them theatre histories might be a far stretch. Instead, for the 
most part, we favour how Taormina prompted Goethe to dream of Nausicaä and Homeric tales.

Or do we? Taormina was chosen by Italy when it held the G7 presidency to be the site of 
the 2017 summit of industrialised nations. This event was Donald Trump’s first G7 summit and 
thus brought exceptional media attention. The theatre was the location for official photographs, 
and the iconic gap between the two halves of the scaenae frons —  exactly the aperture through 
which Goethe gazed and which archaeology plugged with (virtual) stately marble pillars —  was 
the backdrop for the leaders’ group photo during the welcoming ceremony. While Italy lever-
aged the beauty and antiquity of its heritage, Emmanuel Macron, Theresa May, Justin Trudeau, 
and Donald Trump jostled for a brighter limelight on the pulpitum.3 If Goethe could have seen 
this sight, he might, again, have thought “never did any audience, in any theatre, have before it 
such a spectacle as you there behold.” Mount Etna’s smoke plume is not distinguishable in the 
background, although to be fair camera lenses —  unlike artists’ pencils and paintbrushes —  are 
not always up to the task of simultaneous close and deep focus.

This discussion of Taormina draws on, and in some ways demonstrates, several traditions of 
historical thinking. The totalising and interdisciplinary goal of Annalist historiography encom-
passes archaeology, computer science, and geography. It favours positivist veracity about the site 
and emphasises the collaborative view of many approaches brought together, in this case as a 
long history of Mediterranean traditions of theatre- building and urban development, super-
imposing knowledge from many sites to better understand this one site across time (Bayly 
2018, 114). In contrast, Goethe’s much more superficial, transcendent vision was in touch with 
antiquity through narratives of poetry and folklore. To him, Taormina was a prompt for deep 
reflection, a reverie that he desired to return to at will. In a sense, however, for Goethe —  and 
for Scanlan after him —  Taormina represented not a memory of a specific past but a mentalité 
of aesthetic criteria subconsciously (then consciously) applied to the social engine of imagina-
tion. It served as a figuration of theatre’s make- believe within pan- European memory (with 
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the legacy of power, festivity, violence, cosmology, and time that is indivisible from the history 
of Hellenic and Roman civilisations and central themes of The Odyssey) and of nation- states’ 
attitude towards artists and the G7’s aspiration for political solutions (recognising the agenda 
on technical innovation, citizen safety, and economic, environmental, and social sustainability).

One of the irresistible attractions of Taormina is to sit in the furthermost back tier and look 
down. It is neither a bird’s- eye view nor that of an all- seeing god, but it is lofty and it does reveal 
striking monuments and evocative scenery. For at least the last quarter of a millennium, this vista 
has posed a problem about memory. Lacking any trace of a particular event to be remembered, 
Taormina seemed to recall Goethe to himself, a tourist in Italy, all too aware that at some point 
he would no longer be far from home and would want to remember this moment. The inten-
sity of his experience was ineluctably in tension with the expectation of forgetting. Scanlan 
was, in turn, reminded of what he could not remember about theatre history. Such slippage 
is the essence of memory studies. The recursivity of memory between past and present, and 
the instability of facts carried forward from past to present to future, exemplifies the transcul-
tural, transgenerational, transmedial, and transdisciplinary drift of the sensorium’s relationship 
to memory (Bond, Craps, and Vermeulen 2017, 2). It can be prompted by trauma or the desire 
for “usable pasts” that serve present objectives (Jacobson 2006, 207). Along with Müller, Allen, 
and the G7, nineteenth- century treatments exemplify the usable past in poignantly different 
ways. In one anonymous print, two miniscule human figures stand at the breach between the 
two parts of the scaenae frons, a line of bright beachfront arrayed in the distance below them, 
and Etna (the primary named subject of the engraving) smouldering prominently in the upper- 
right quadrant of the image. In the orchestra and lower tiers of seating, seven goats wander at 
will, signifiers of the long passage of pre- modern time (Figure 0.7). In another treatment, a 

Figure 0.7 View of Mount Etna with the theatre at Taormina in the foreground, c. 1900. Anonymous 
lithograph.
Reproduced with permission of the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung, University of Cologne.
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watercolour signed by Karl Weichardt in 1886, a woman (placed far off- centre, in the lower 
right- hand part of the image) wanders away from the artist just below the curve of the lower 
tier of seating (Figure 0.8). The site is lush, carpeted with green, and strong shadows accentuate 
the angles of the ruins. The angle of view is more oblique to the coast than in other images, 
so Etna is unseen. This painting is a sun- soaked reverie, a competently drafted remembrance 
by an artist unknown to history. These engagements with temporality, represented by the rel-
ics, are eclipsed in the first case by the volcanic action of geologic time, offering disaster at any 
moment —  although for the time being, as Goethe wrote, the immense volcano’s smoke softens 
the atmosphere and makes it “look more distant, and milder than it really is” —  and the daily 
circuit of terrestrial rotation, suggesting time organically enjoyed in visual and pedal exploration 
yet certain to expire when night falls. As documents, these illustrations offer not the reliability of 
proximity or scale, but only schema of recollecting and sensing in tension with forgetting and 
obscuring. Like theatre and theatre- buildings, they are media and technologies for remembering 
experience in particular ways.

Figure 0.8 View of the amphitheatre and scaenae frons of the theatre at Taormina, 1886. Original 
watercolour by Karl Weichardt.
Reproduced with permission of the Theaterwissenschaftliche Sammlung, University of Cologne.

 



17

On Critical Media History

17

In his essay, Leo Cabranes- Grant offers a way to approach visual art as acts that perform 
social and ethnic identities relationally within families and across generations. Series of casta 
paintings produced in the viceroyalty of Mexico catalogue racial categories. The images oscillate 
between the scientific urge to classify, epitomised in Linnaeus’s botanic system, and the genre of 
painted portraits, allowing for multiple messages and references. What Cabranes- Grant brings 
to the fore is how the materiality of costumes and props and the sensorium of affect in family 
members’ glance, gesture, posture, and positioning constitute “performatic” scenes indicative 
of racialisation. The interplay of medium with subjectivity and experience is also at the centre 
of Michael Bachmann’s chapter. The cultural position of the new medium of radio was pro-
grammatically brokered in Germany from the 1920s through the 1960s through the fostering 
of Hörspiele (radio plays) that —  in contrast to theatrical performances —  were considered to 
be “pure” (lacking spectacle) and to tap directly into a sensorium conjured in the mind. While 
the Hörspiele drew cultural capital to the new medium, the popular forms of Parsi theatre that 
Rashna Darius Nicholson discusses reveal fault lines between their former popularity through-
out the Asian sub- continent and subsequent measures of cultural esteem. The question of taste 
becomes a historiographic obstacle in researching the exuberant popular spectacles of Parsi 
theatre, once widely enjoyed but now actively dis- remembered because they allegedly lack 
refinement. In her chapter, Margaret Werry discusses how Maōri not only imbue human- made 
objects with agency but recognise that the physical world also performs. Along with a powerful 
example of performing rocks, she cites processes of encountering textual records in an exhibi-
tion where materiality, history, and performing coalesce.

Locating

Theatre and performance are, of course, essentially spatial forms:  they rely on space as one 
of their constituting conditions, but they also allow for a complex experience of space. Max 
Herrmann, one of the founding figures of Theatre Studies in Germany, even defined theatre 
through its spatial dimension (1931). While it is tempting to define this spatial component in a 
phenomenological way and to conceive of it as a given “reality,” spaces are based on social and 
cultural conventions and definitions.

Scena: A space to look at

As has been repeatedly pointed out, the Greek etymology of theatre highlights a place for look-
ing, an arrangement governed by visibility. Although the ancient tradition of Greek and Roman 
theatres was lost during the medieval period, the concept of theatre survived, albeit in a more 
metaphorical fashion, as Ellen MacKay demonstrates in this book in her elucidation of Giulio 
Camillo’s theatre. Likewise, the frontispiece of the 1496 edition of Terence makes clear that the 
enduring idea of a theatrum was as a place for looking. The engraver —  who had evidently 
never seen a theatre —  depicts a tower with two balconies from which spectators look down 
(Peters 2003, 1). European languages retained the metaphorical sense of theatre well into the 
eighteenth century, and the English term “theatre of war” still bears witness to the usage of 
theatre as a site of action (Marx 2019, 12– 16). The term scena, by contrast, denotes theatrical 
action, the aspect of public attention, and a demarcation of theatre spaces from regular, mundane 
spaces (Smith 2013). As in the Terence frontispiece, scena marks the spatial centre of all theatri-
cal and performative activities: a place to be seen and to perform, demarcated by a structural 
convention (such as a scaffold, proscenium arch, or wattle fence) or by performative marking 
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(such as a call to attention, volley of trumpets, or dimming of lights) so that the instantiation 
of setasidedness is proximal and temporal. A scena does not have to seem three- dimensional (all 
shadow play traditions involve a scena on which the play is cast), yet even when it is a simple 
screen, it can still be manipulated. In Javanese wayang kulit the dhalang (puppeteer) and gamelan 
musicians behind the screen are integral to the event, and the dhalang manipulates the puppets’ 
proximity to the screen to change their size, their definition, and even the shadows’ hue (Gross 
2011, 125– 39; Cohen 2014). In Kentridge’s The Head & the Load, the projector, projections, 
shadows, musicians, and actors perform behind, before, and on the screen, which together con-
stitute the scena (Marx 2020, 177– 88). Scena is an analytical concept that marks the unit of space, 
performance, and narration constituting a historically specific form for aesthesis. Language bears 
witness to this cultural understanding, as in the English colloquialism “making a scene,” which 
describes the transformation of a locus into a scena, marked by exceptionality that rises above 
the mundane and involves the scene- maker(s), perceiver(s), and perceived differently than when 
a scene is not “made.”

Theatre: A social space

As Stephen Greenblatt points out, theatre is essentially a social form.

First, the theater is manifestly the product of collective intentions. There may be a 
moment in which a solitary individual puts word on a page, but it is by no means clear 
that this moment is the heart of the mystery and that everything is to be stripped away 
and discarded. … Second, the theater manifestly addresses its audience as a collectivity.

1988, 5

Historiographically, this collective constitution prompts questions about how accessibility is 
organised and regulated (e.g. buying a ticket, being a member of a privileged gender, class, or 
other group). In this sense, the collective character of the theatrical space reflects the social organ-
isation of society. In eighteenth- century England, for example, theatres became spaces where 
accessibility was largely a question of economic means, both to get inside and to  determine 
which doorway one entered (gallery, circle, pit, or boxes), a practice that occurred throughout 
public theatres of Europe in the ensuing century. For modernising Western society, theatres 
became the epitome of social space: just as opera houses catered to the bon ton beginning in 
the seventeenth century, new kinds of theatres, music halls, and cafés chantant in the nineteenth 
century catered to more narrowly specified class ranges, with notable effects on which women 
attended and with whom, as well as sections for workers, the middling classes, and the well- to- 
do. Jürgen Habermas’s influential study of the public sphere notes how theatres, newspapers, and 
coffee- houses were indispensable in constituting bourgeois society (1989; see also Balme 2014, 
5– 8). Yet his idealised vision of a sphere for free intellectual exchange was tainted by processes 
of commodification and the limitation of participants. In the United States, racial segregation of 
theatres and vaudeville houses was by section, but later the apartheid was completed by creating 
entirely autonomous circuits for African American artists and clientele that remain to this day 
as a distinct market sector (George- Graves 2000; Shaw McMahon 2019). Although commercial 
in their organisation, modern theatres often hosted multi- religious, multi- cultural, and polyglot 
metropolitan spaces (Haenni 2003; Marx 2006a). Yet theatres’ veneer of cosmopolitanism was 
undone by non- inclusivity of various sorts, in kind with churches, state buildings, and other 
social spaces regulated by formal and informal selectivity.
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Sitz im Leben

The concept of Sitz im Leben (a seat or place in life) was coined by scholars of the Bible to pose a 
question about the context of a text, asking what social and cultural experience underpins it and 
what intellectual, legal, and economic conditions fuelled choices of metaphor, trope, or type of 
rhetoric. Bringing this tradition to theatre and performance historiography highlights an impor-
tant facet of location. Biographic and hagiographic stories, although the first —  and for a long 
time the only —  form of writing theatre/ performance history, have been infrequently pursued by 
theatre scholars in recent times.4 The idea of a singular life in art, either of an auteur director or of 
a consummate stage performer, has become an unfashionable unit for book- length  historical writ-
ing. Instead, groups (ensembles or companies), movements (multiple practitioners in cities, regions, 
nations, or transnational spaces), comparative approaches, and production case studies abound. 
Sound reasons exist for this development, yet it comes at a price. Do we lose perspective on the 
individuals who are committed to theatre/ performance and without whom an art form would 
not exist? Arguably, this trend is more egalitarian for it recognises the collective processes of crea-
tivity, and —  following the decentring of authorship (à la Roland Barthes) —  it puts a spotlight 
on effort, agency, and circulation. But can Sitz im Leben help us get hold of these aspects without 
either returning to the old biographic model or treating people like statistical units?

While we offer a caution about the single person or life story approach to research —  it 
resonates too consonantly with the formula of great white men who make history —  Sitz im 
Leben offers a handy check against the strong pull of concepts such as epochal, deterministic, or 
revolutionary change. The empiricist traces of historical development become visible when we 
ask about a single life’s cultural underpinnings. For example, the fact that dancer Loïe Fuller acted 
as manager for Japanese dancer Sadayakko’s European tour (1901– 2) has more than merely anec-
dotal value: it draws our attention to practicalities and different forms of agency and affiliation in 
the formation of twentieth- century theatrical modernism (Leonhardt and Scholz- Cionca 2017, 
126– 8). Figures like Morris Gest —  the impresario who brought the Ballets Russes, Konstantin 
Stanislavsky, and Max Reinhardt to the United States and thus had a major influence on the for-
mation of US- American theatre in the twentieth century —  are eclipsed from history that only 
focuses on the theatrical event, artistic genius, or institutions in situ (Marx 2006b, 146– 8). The 
extent to which entrepreneurial theatre producers and distributors relied on globalisation to profit 
from colonial networks depends on the development of technology and infrastructure (steamship 
lines, telegraphs, and railways) but also on someone getting the idea —  somehow —  to exploit the 
opportunities (Balme 2019). In his contribution to this volume, Christopher B. Balme updates this 
paradigm to the Cold War period, a time when corporate foundations (designated “not- for- profit” 
but ideologically aligned with US government policy vying for the proverbial anti- Communist 
hearts and minds) fostered theatre initiatives abroad. In this example, corporations, in lieu of peo-
ple, epitomise the principle of Sitz im Leben. Noémie Ndiaye provides an alternative model. She 
searches for the presence of the undocumented, scarcely traceable performers of the past, as well as 
moments in which their presence in society is occasioned in performances by others. This project 
locates the Sitz im Leben of hegemony in the actions, songs, dances, and applied art of Europeans 
representing Africans’ timbres. Insights into sound come through textual and material remnants.

Nation, region, place

The most often referenced European paradigm of institutionalised theatre is the Comédie 
Française (founded 1680). It epitomises the perfect amalgamation of a certain type of drama, a 
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linguistic and rhetorical paradigm, and the idea that theatre serves the process of nation- building 
and ongoing national cohesion. After the French Revolution, many emerging European nations 
sought to develop national theatres as proxies for their political autonomy, linguistic solidarity, 
and cultural credibility. Some nations, such as Poland and Hungary, eradicated as states by the 
Congress of Vienna, managed to remain in the public consciousness as nations through theatri-
cal activities (Braun 2003; Senelick 1991, 281– 6). Others, such as Romania, turned to theatre 
and drama in the mid- nineteenth century as a relatively safe way to express anti- colonial dis-
sent, constitute the means for national mythmaking, and connect transnationally to likeminded 
revolutionaries (Szeman 2018). What could be studied as national zeitgeist can also manifest 
through theatre history as prerogatives of nationalism and the permutations of nationhood, 
statehood, and statism (Wilmer 2004). But the patterns diverge radically from the precedent 
of the Comédie Française. Bishnupriya Dutt discusses newly independent India’s choices for 
inclusion and exclusion in archives; Rashna Darius Nicholson examines how Parsi theatre’s art-
ists and aesthetics are side- lined from South Asian narratives; Stephanie Nohelani Teves calls for 
a rightful place for Indigenous performance (even when geared to tourism) as a claim to specific 
kinds of legitimacy and belonging; and, in response to Teves, Enzo E. Vasquez Toral uses partici-
pant ethnography of nationally cherished Andean mestizo danzas to demonstrate the politics of 
exclusion and subterfuges of participation that pertain in one locality but not in neighbouring 
villages. These contributors all elucidate variants on nation as place, heritage, state, statelessness, 
region, and belonging that implicate historiography.

Outside of national paradigms, many groups have realised that theatrical representation 
equates to a certain kind of social participation and legitimacy. The emergence of Yiddish and 
(later) Hebrew theatre is an indicative example. The connection to the nation- state is only one 
option. The Habima Theatre, founded in Białystok in 1912 (an area then under Russian con-
trol), widely toured during the 1920s and then fractured, after which various actors’ initiatives 
took the repertoire even further afield (Levy 1979). The substantial formation of the troupe 
and its iconic repertory took place in Moscow when the actors put themselves under the aegis 
of Stanislavsky and the Moscow Art Theatre. Stanislavsky assigned the troupe to his fellow 
director Yevgeny Vakhtangov, who created, among other legendary productions, The Dybbuk in 
1922. As Gad Kaynar has argued, Habima was a paradoxical enterprise because its politics were 
bound to a nation- state yet to come, while the aesthetic experience was deeply modern and 
programmatically non- Hebrew, as Vakhtangov made little attempt to learn the language. Kaynar 
even goes as far as to describe it as a “colonized theatre” (1998). Yet its guest performances in 
Berlin in the 1920s were highly successful exactly because of this paradox of presenting a dar-
ing modern theatrical aesthetic and foreshadowing Israel as a state (Zer- Zion 2016). Some 
members of Habima settled in Palestine in 1928; eventually, in 1958, the company became the 
national theatre of Israel. While a paradigm that favours the homogeneous nation- state will 
only grasp Habima as an exception or as a transitional phenomenon, from a cultural history 
point of view the “sensation of rootedness” becomes visible as the product of a certain political 
discourse (Greenblatt 2010, 252). A further paradox of nation, region, and place ensued. Today, 
within the state of Israel, where Hebrew is the official language and Yiddish is widely spoken, 
theatre is the instrument for reviving lesser- spoken and dying languages from across the Jewish 
diaspora, languages whose speakers have made aliyah as new settlers. This use of theatre arises 
even among cultures that had no theatrical tradition and attracts eager audiences from outside 
the infrequently spoken languages’ communities (Cofman- Simhon 2013, 2019).

The Académie Française (founded 1634)  epitomised the ideological unity of language, 
aesthetic principles, and nation that later seemed to find an institutional completion in the 
Comédie Française (Kreuder 2017). Yet linguistic homogeneity is only sometimes the goal or 
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reality: while the European concept of the nation equates a population with a specific space 
and a single language, the reality for most European countries is quite different. Theatrical 
performances have been less dependent on cultural uniformity and linguistic understanding 
than the history of drama, textual canons, and the designation of exemplary authorial masters 
would insinuate. When troupes of English comedians toured continental Europe from the late 
1580s through the late 1660s, they performed in their eponymous native tongue. After 1615 
there is proof of Germans in these troupes; by the mid- seventeenth century, still trading as 
English comedians, they had probably begun to perform in German (Creizenach 1889, xii). 
The first German actors likely were cast as cultural go- betweens —  often in the role of the 
funny person, showing up cultural preoccupations —  and so with this in mind the question 
of comprehensibility shifts historiography from an idea of rising national literatures to a more 
amorphous recognition of identities in performance and reception (Drábek 2014; Henke and 
Nicholson 2014). While the English comedians entertained in German- speaking principalities 
(a geographical entity notably without linguistic unity or mutual comprehensibility), Italian and 
French troupes toured Europe and performed to courtly and popular audiences.

Whereas nationalist movements later cleaved linguistic communities apart in Belgium, in the 
early- modern period performance brought communities together diversely to partake of tragedy 
as well as jokes. In most European regions, vernacular languages created different territories and 
corridors than did administrative or courtly languages: an early- modern speaker of the Ripuarian 
dialect (the vernacular tongue of the German Rhineland) would have been able to communicate 
with Flemish speakers and thus connect with people across the Low Countries. Early- modern 
literary culture, including dramas, emerged amid the growing, highly internationalised book mar-
ket. Touring troupes generated demand for printed play- texts, language notwithstanding (Bosman 
2013, 2016). In the same ways that linguistic territories mark regions and byways of trade, they also 
depend on polyglot junction points (such as Malta or Manila) where exchange and interaction go 
hand- in- hand with a desire for entertainment (Cremona 2018; yamomo 2018).

Vicki Ann Cremona and Mahmoud Mejri show how the process of nation- building in 
Tunisia is also reflected in the country’s theatre, and which traditions were deliberately chosen 
for the project while others were side- lined. Jean Graham- Jones draws attention to the conse-
quences of translation in contemporary theatre, where linguistic gaps are allegedly not visible 
or at least not considered a problem (in certain places). From the perspective of a translator, she 
highlights the complex cultural negotiations that fuel the process of translating across national 
borders, linguistic communities, and interpreters.

While the concept of region is rare in European theatre historiography, in India it is more 
prominent, influential, and perhaps indispensable. By thinking of region, culture, language, dias-
poras, and performances’ intelligibility in tandem, and by reflecting on the fact that the political 
(and linguistic) organisation of space is but one register, we open perspectives to marginalised 
aspects of the cultural phenomena of theatre and performance. Thus we can better consider, for 
example, the introduction of shadow plays to the Islamic Near East by Chinese players visiting 
Mosul in 1127 (Guo 2012, 5– 13), North Korean propaganda spectacles broadcast across the pen-
insula to democratic South Korea (Kim 2010), or touring practices within the Raj (Balme 2019).

Non- homogeneous spaces, diaspora, bridgeheads, and  
cultural ambassadorship

While we tend to consider space in homogenising categories such as nation- states, theatre/ 
performance’s mobility allows participation in heterogeneous spatial orders. Diasporic theatrical 
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activity is legion, as the upsurge of research on contemporary migrant theatre demonstrates 
(recent special issues on the topic include Comparative Drama 52 no.  3/ 4, with a focus on 
Turkey and its diasporas [Adak and Altınay 2018]; the inaugural issue of the European Journal 
of Theatre and Performance, on the theme of “Spectres of Europe: Past and Present European 
Theatre between Communitarianism and Cosmopolitanism” [Łuksza and Milohnić 2018]; and 
Modern Drama 61 no. 3, with a focus on migration and multilingualism [Meerzon et al. 2018]), 
but theatre/ performance has been tied to migration and trade routes since time immemorial. 
While Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of contact zones as “social spaces where disparate cultures 
meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination 
and subordination” is often referenced, its full historiographic implementation is still pending 
(1992, 4). Some studies show the way. Theatrical cultures in major early twentieth- century 
metropolises are inherently multi- cultural (Haenni 2008), and the heterogeneity of the US 
theatre is axiomatic (Nathans 2017; Moy 1993; Westgate 2014; Senelick 1992; Kinsley 2019), 
yet —  as Christopher B. Balme demonstrates in this volume —  the plethora of touring troupes 
and their constituencies offer many opportunities for research in relation to cultural imposi-
tion, contact, and exchange, whether under the older paradigm of touring or the newer modes 
of cultural ambassadorship and festival circuits (Canning 2015; Knowles 2020). From antiquity, 
performers have been part of diplomatic entourages, commissioned to impart culture as gift, 
instruction, or prerogative (Dillon 2014; O’Quinn 2005, 2019). In some cases, visits led to a 
permanent presence, as with Italian comedians in France (Scott 2018); in others they entailed 
the export of performance techniques, such as Chinese shadow players and their influence on 
the development of Karagöz (Chen 2007, 28; Puchner 2014, 157– 60). In the metropolises as 
well as backwaters of European colonies and Ottoman lands, theatre/ performance could func-
tion as a bridgehead for expatriates who wanted to stay in touch with cultural homelands; this 
usage shows up starkly in the transnational history of blackface minstrelsy (Pickering 2008; 
Waterhouse 1990; Thelwell 2013; Johnson 2012). Beijing opera likewise crossed the Pacific to 
find a Chinese audience in nineteenth- century California (Lei 2006). Scholarship can follow 
major vectors of not just travel, emigration, and resettlement but also reconsolidation, as with 
Turkish troupes in the final years of the Ottoman Empire that navigated between Orientalist 
expectations of Western audiences and their own desire for modernisation in their home coun-
tries (Alpargin 2013).

We do not venture to catalogue all permutations of space; rather, we seek to highlight it as 
an important element in the historiography of theatre and performance. It distinguishes theatre/ 
performance within cultural history as a transactional kind of presence (in kind with music as 
well as some fine art practices). The physicality of performance, occurring in specific places as 
events, belies the dialectics of a “sensation of rootedness” and mobility (Greenblatt 2010, 252).

Historicising

Historicising is inherent to the many performance traditions humans are surrounded by and 
from which, in making performances, practitioners select. For example, commedia dell’arte 
troupes touring Europe in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries affected the characteristics of 
myriad vernacular comic artists and forms, including Molière in France, comic opera in Italy, 
popular Hanswurst comedy in German states, and Punch and Judy puppetry in England, as well 
as Russian ballet, silent film, and late- twentieth- century improv comedy (Fava 2015; Green and 
Swan 1986; Henke 2008; Pirrotta 1955). Where historians recognise and explicate performance 
traditions, for example by tracking influence, they follow performance- makers who have taken 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

  

   

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

   


