
AUTHOR’S NOTE

The differences between this edition of Performance Theory and the 1977
and 1988 editions are considerable. One essay that was in the 1977
edition was dropped for the 1988 (“Kinesics and Performance”).
Two essays were added in 1988 (“Approaches” and “Magnitudes of
Performance”). For the 2003 edition, “Approaches” has been edited
and a new essay, “Rasaethetics” added. Overall, the book follows the
trajectory of my thinking about performance from 1966 to the present,
with an emphasis on the first twenty years of that span.

Writing a book is not a one-person job. I want to thank the perform-
ers and others from many different cultures who have made my work
possible. I thank the members of The Performance Group, The Wooster
Group, and the TDR, The Drama Review staff. And I thank my colleagues at
the Department of Performance Studies, Tisch School of the Arts, New
York University, and elsewhere, especially Carol Martin, Michael Kirby,
Brooks McNamara, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Marcia B. Siegel,
Peggy Phelan, Phillip Zarrilli, Ann Daly, Mariellen R. Sandford, Rebecca
Schneider, and David Oppenheim. And plenty of thanks to my son,
Samuel MacIntosh Schechner and my daughter, Sophia Martin
Schechner.





INTRODUCTION: THE FAN AND THE WEB

This isn’t a potluck book. The essays are organized around a system that
can be configured as both a fan and a web. This system has occupied
me for more than twenty-five years in my practical work and in my
theorizing.1

Performance is an inclusive term. Theater is only one node on a
continuum that reaches from the ritualizations of animals (including
humans) through performances in everyday life – greetings, displays of
emotion, family scenes, professional roles, and so on – through to play,
sports, theater, dance, ceremonies, rites, and performances of great
magnitude.

The web is the same system seen more dynamically. Instead of
being spread out along a continuum, each node interacts with the
others. It’s no accident that I put my own practical theater work –
environmental theater – in the center: this position is arbitrary. An
ethologist would put herself at the center of another web that includes
items that don’t figure in my scheme – genetics and evolutionary
theory, for example. Also I put historical events side by side with
speculative ideas and artistic performances. My method is similar to
that of the Aborigines who credit dreams with a reality as powerful
and important as events experienced while awake. Or is it the other
way round? I know that analyses could be made separating out planes



of reality; but sometimes – especially in the theater – it is necessary to
live as if “as if ” = “is.”

The web isn’t uniform. Connections among items 1 through 4 can
be investigated historically and may be linked to performances around
the world from Paleolithic times onward. Connections among items 6
through 9 reveal “deep structures” of performance – so that these
items actually underlie the first five, thus activating a second plane of
“reality.” These deep structures include preparations for performance
both by performers (training, workshop, rehearsals, preparations
immediately before going on) and spectators (deciding to attend,
dressing, going, settling in, waiting) and what happens after a per-
formance. The ways people cool off and the sometimes extended
aftermath of performances are less studied but very important. Cooling
off includes getting performers and spectators out of, or down from,
the performance; putting the performance space and implements to
rest; the aftermath includes spreading the news about performances,
evaluating them – even writing books about them – and in many ways
determing how specific performances feed into ongoing systems of
social and aesthetic life.

Also not only the narratives but the bodily actions of drama express
crisis, schism, and conflict. As Eugenio Barba noted, performers spe-
cialize in putting themselves in disequilibrium and then displaying
how they regain their balance, psychophysically, narratively, and
socially – only to lose their balance, and regain it, again and again.
Theatrical techniques center on these incompletable transformations:
how people turn into other people, gods, animals, demons, trees,
beings, whatever – either temporarily as in a play or permanently as in
some rituals; or how beings of one order inhabit beings of another
order as in trance; or how unwanted inhabitants of human beings can
be exorcised; or how the sick can be healed. All these systems of
performative transformations also include incomplete, unbalanced
transformations of time and space: doing a specific “there and then” in
this particular “here and now” in such a way that all four dimensions
are kept in play.

Performances are make-believe, in play, for fun. Or, as Victor Turner
said, in the subjunctive mood, the famous “as if.” Or, as Sanskrit aes-
thetics would have it, performances are lilas – sports, play – and maya,
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illusory. But, the Sanskrit tradition emphasizes, so is all life lila and maya.
Performance is an illusion of an illusion and, as such, might be con-
sidered more “truthful,” more “real” than ordinary experience. This,
too, was Aristotle’s opinion in his Poetics where theater did not so much
reflect living as essentialize it, present paradigms of it. As lilas, per-
formances not only play out modes, they play with modes, leaving
actions hanging and unfinished, so theatrical events are fundamentally
experimental: provisional. Any semiotics of performance must start
from, and always stand unsteadily on, these unstable slippery bases,
made even more uncertain by the continually shifting receptions of
various audiences. Because performances are usually subjunctive, limi-
nal, dangerous, and duplicitous they are often hedged in with conven-
tions and frames: ways of making the places, the participants, and the
events somewhat safe. In these relatively safe make-believe precincts,
actions can be carried to extremes, even for fun.

R S

N Y, 1977, 1987

NOTE

1 Although this is not the place for an autobiography, a precis in not inappropri-
ate: to let the reader know a little about who s/he is coming in contact with.
From 1967 until 1980 I was artistic director of The Performance Group (TPG), a
leading experimental theater. With TPG I directed many plays and workshops,
including Dionysus in 69, Makbeth, Commune, Mother Courage and Her Chil-
dren, The Marilyn Project, The Tooth of Crime, Cops, Oedipus (Seneca), and The
Balcony. Since leaving TPG I have continued to direct, including Richard’s Lear,
Cherry Orchard (in Hindi with the professional Repertory Compay of the
National School of Drama, New Delhi), The Prometheus Project, and Don Juan
Most of these productions were developed during workshops. Before 1967 I
was co-director of The New Orleans Group and a producing director of The
Free Southern Theater. And in the summer of 1958 and again in 1961 I was
artistic director of the East End players of Provincetown, Massachusetss. From
the age of 27 I have taught fulltime, first at Tulane University and then, from
1967 to the present, at the Tisch School of the Arts, New York University. My
speciality is performance theory – which for me is rooted in practice and is
fundamentally interdisciplinary and intercultural.
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1
APPROACHES

THE CAMBRIDGE ANTHROPOLOGISTS

For the last hundred years or more, Greek tragedy has been understood
as an outgrowth of rites celebrated annually at the Festival of Dionysus.
Those rites have been investigated both in their relation to the god
Dionysus and in their relation to the primitive religion of the Greeks.
The result is a conception of Greek tragedy which is very different from
that which prevailed from the Renaissance into the eighteenth century.
The Renaissance humanists and their successors saw it in “civilized”
and rational terms; in our time we see that much of its form and
meaning is due to its primitive source, and to the religious Festival of
which it was a part. This new conception of Greek tragedy has had a
very wide effect upon our understanding of the sources of poetry in
our tradition, and also upon modern poetry itself, including theater
and music. . . .

Unfortunately little is known directly about the rites of the Diony-
sian Festival, or about the poets, Aeschylus’ predecessors, who gradu-
ally made the tragic form out of ritual. The scholars who devote their
lives to such matters do not agree upon the evidence to be accepted,
nor upon the interpretation of the evidence. But some of their theories
are extremely suggestive, especially those of the Cambridge school,



Frazer (of The Golden Bough), Cornford, Harrison, Murray, and their col-
leagues and followers. It is this school which has had the deepest
influence upon modern poetry and upon the whole climate of ideas in
which we now read Greek tragedy. . . .

The theory expounded by Murray has been much criticized by other
experts, and the whole field is full of disputes so erudite that the
non-specialist can only look on in respectful silence.

(F. Fergusson, in Aristotle 1961: 36–9)

It’s time to break the silence.1 The instrumental books Fergusson
alludes to are Jane Ellen Harrison’s Themis2 (1912), Gilbert Murray’s The
Four Stages of Greek Religion (1912a – later Five Stages, 1925), and Francis
Cornford’s The Origin of Attic Comedy (1914). Cornford’s book is the only
one entirely devoted to the theater, and thus it has been extremely
popular among theater people. But the ideas espoused by the other
books are just as well known. The Cambridge thesis purports to explain
not only the origins of Greek tragedy and comedy, but their “essential
natures” as well. Second- and third-generation critics have extended
the somewhat modest proposals of the Cambridge group into “uni-
versal” systems widely used to explain the “basic form of theater” not
only in the west but everywhere. Fergusson’s The Idea of a Theater (1949)
is a most distinguished American example. Fergusson applies the Cam-
bridge thesis to a wide range of authors, from Sophocles to T. S. Eliot,
Shaw, and Pirandello. His essays on Oedipus and Hamlet are classics. But
these essays would be just as interesting, and a good deal less cluttered,
if he did not insist on a ritual beneath the theatrical action of the plays.

The Cambridge thesis is not difficult. Studying survivials of Greek
ritual, these scholars found what they thought to be traces of a “Primal
Ritual” from which they felt both Attic tragedy and the surviving
rituals derived. Murray began his “Excursus”:

The following note presupposes certain general views about the origin
and essential nature of Greek Tragedy. It assumes that Tragedy is in
origin a Ritual Dance, a Sacer Ludus. . . . Further, it assumes, in accord
with the overwhelming weight of ancient tradition, that the Dance in
question is originally or centrally that of Dionysus, performed at his
feast, in his theater. . . . It regards Dionysus in this connection as an
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“Eniautos-Daimon,” or vegetation god, like Adonis, Osiris, etc., who
represents the cyclic death and rebirth of the earth and the world, i.e.,
for practical purposes, of the tribe’s own lands and the tribe itself. It
seems clear, further, that Comedy and Tragedy represent different
stages in the life of this Year Spirit.

(Murray 1912b: 341)

The rub is: the assumptions of the Cambridge group have never
been proven. A tremendous amount of archeological digging has gone
on in Greece over the past seventy-five years, but nothing has turned up
expressing all the elements of either drama or the Primal Ritual.3 This is
crucial because Murray asserts, “If we examine the kind of myth which
seems to underlie the various ‘Eniautos’ [death-rebirth] celebrations
we shall find an Agon . . . a Pathos . . . a Messenger . . . a Threnos or
lamentation . . . an Anagnorisis – discovery or recognition . . . [and a]
Theophany” (1912b: 343–4). This formal sequence, propagators of
the Cambridge thesis say, is the core action of the Primal Ritual, surviv-
ing fragments of the dithyramb, and Greek tragedy. Cornford’s contri-
bution was to do for comedy and phallic dances what others did for
tragedy and dithyramb. His reasoning is identical. “Athenian Comedy
arose out of a ritual drama essentially the same in shape as that from
which Professor Murray derives Athenian Tragedy” (Cornford 1914:
190). Harrison, in Ancient Art and Ritual, gleefully makes the connections:

We shall find to our joy that this obscure-sounding Dithyramb, though
before Aristotle’s time it has taken literary form, was in origin a festival
closely akin to those we have just been discussing [seasonal death-
rebirth celebrations]. The Dithyramb was, to begin with, a spring ritual;
and when Aristotle tells us tragedy arose out of the Dithyramb,
he gives us, though perhaps half unconsciously, a clear instance of
a splendid art that arose from the simplest of rites; he plants our
theory of the connection of art with ritual firmly with its feet on
historical ground.

(Harrison 1913: 76)

Before discussing how firmly Aristotle had his feet on the ground, let
me depict the Cambridge thesis (figure 1.1). The Primal Ritual
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(Murray calls it a Sacer Ludus) gave rise to a number of rites. One of these
developed into the dithyramb from which Greek tragedy arose; another
became the phallic dances from which comedy evolved. The argument
applies turn-of-the-century anthropological theories of cultural
evolution and diffusion. It is highly speculative with several missing links.

The clearest example of the Primal Ritual’s form comes from one of
the last Greek tragedies to be written, Euripides’ The Bacchae where, from
line 787 to the end, Murray finds the “whole sequence” of his Sacer
Ludus. To do this, however, he must assume that “Pentheus is only
another form of Dionysus himself”4 – thereby “explaining” why it is
the young king, and not the god, who is torn to pieces. Nor is there any
resurrection or apotheosis of Pentheus. It is Dionysus who appears, not
to signal, as Murray says, an “extreme change of feeling from grief to
joy,” but to curse the whole city of Thebes. Using The Bacchae at all
makes Murray’s argument smell of tautology. But the Cambridge
group must use The Bacchae, because other links with the Primal Ritual
are even weaker. There is no Primal Ritual yet discovered;5 the
connections between what rituals can be shown to have existed and the

Figure 1.1

approaches4



dithyramb are doubtful; and the connections between the dithyramb
and Greek theater are unprovable.6

Theories of cultural evolution have long been challenged by anthro-
pologists. The methodology of J. G. Frazer, which the Cambridge group
freely uses, has been almost entirely discredited. Yet Murray maintained
as late as 1961 (in his Foreword to Theodor H. Gaster’s Thespis) that “It
is hardly an exaggeration to say that when we look back to the begin-
nings of European literature we find everywhere drama, and always
drama derived from a religious ritual designed to ensure the rebirth of
a dead world” (Murray 1961: 9). However true this may be about the
emergence of Christian theater from medieval church ritual, it is not
true of either Greek theater or European theater (and its derivatives)
from the Renaissance to the present. We might even see the reverse
process: a dynamic braiding of ritual and entertainment (see chapter 4).

The connection between Greek drama and the dithyramb depends
largely upon Aristotle’s comments in chapter 4 of Aristotle’s Poetics
(Butcher’s translation, 1961):

Tragedy – as also Comedy – was at first mere improvisation. The one
originated with the authors of the Dithyramb, the other with those of
the phallic songs, which are still used in many of our cities.

Even Cornford doubted Aristotle’s authority as an ethnologist:

How much he [Aristotle] knew or might have inferred about the earli-
est stages of Comedy we cannot tell. He may have known as little as
Boileau knew of the beginnings of the modern French Theatre. . . . If
Boileau could be so ignorant of two centuries of ecclesiastical drama,
of which tens of thousands of lines were in existence, we need not
wonder if Aristotle did not know that the plays of Chionides and
Magnes retained traces of a broken-down ritual plot, and that yet
fainter traces survived in Aristophanes.

(Cornford 1914: 219)

Pickard-Cambridge is equally clear, but to prove the opposite point:

as regards comedy, it is very doubtful whether he [Aristotle] is strictly
correct; as regards tragedy, the difficulties of his view will shortly
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become plain. We have, in short, to admit that it is impossible to
accept his authority without question, and that he was probably using
that liberty of theorizing which those modern scholars who ask us to
accept him as infallible have certainly not abandoned.

(Pickard-Cambridge 1962: 95)

T. B. L. Webster finds that Aristotle makes “two completely distinct
points: 1) tragedy was an offshoot from the Dithyramb; 2) (six lines
later) it changed from satyric and was solemnized late; and there is not
justification for equating them” (in Pickard-Cambridge 1962: 96).
Murray deals with this slippery transformation thus:

It would suit my general purpose . . . to suppose that the Dionysus-
ritual had developed into two divergent forms, the satyr-play of Prati-
nas and the tragedy of Thespis, which were at a certain date artificially
combined by a law.

(Murray 1912b: 344)

This rescues the Cambridge thesis, but it is all speculation. The fact is
we cannot depend on Aristotle; nor can we accept what he says and
arrive at the Cambridge thesis.

Why then has the Cambridge idea held such sway? It can be com-
pressed, codified, and generalized: it is teachable. It is self-repairing:
where the Primal Ritual cannot be found it has simply “evolved out of
recognition”; where only “fragments” exist, these are vestiges, and so
forth. It seems to explain everything: origins, form, audience involve-
ment, catharsis, and dramatic action – especially the conflicts, mutila-
tions, and deaths that characterize Greek tragedies. In short, the thesis is
elegant, brilliant, speculative criticism. But it is no more than that. The
“scientific proofs” the Cambridge group sought for their ideas have
not been found. And perhaps it is time to abandon the Cambridge
thesis as one which is too limiting, that no longer suits current
perceptions of theater.

Ritual as the Cambridge group understands it does not seem very
closely related to Greek theater – or Elizabethan or modern.7 The mean-
ing of the word must be distorted out of usefulness if it is to apply
equally to Seven Against Thebes, Philoctetes, The Bacchae, Lear, Mother Courage,

approaches6



Waiting for Godot, The Bald Soprano, The Tooth of Crime – or any other
random group of distinguished plays. Even if one restricts the selec-
tion to a single period, the difficulties are immense. To apply the
Cambridge thesis is to force the plays into contexts other than their
own, to read around and under them. The development of happen-
ings, intermedia, performance art, and so on raises still further ques-
tions. As for medieval theater which had as one of its sources church
ritual,8 the players kept the biblical characters and plots while soon
abandoning the form of the Mass and embroidering the stories with
secular incidents.

I am not going to replace the Cambridge origin theory with my
own. Origin theories are irrelevant to understanding theater. Nor do I
want to exclude ritual from the study of the performative genres. Ritual
is one of several activities related to theater. The others are play, games,
sports, dance, and music.9 The relation among these I will explore is
not vertical or originary – from any one to any other(s) – but hori-
zontal: what each autonomous genre shares with the others; methods
of analysis that can be used intergenerically. Together these seven com-
prise the public performance activities of humans.10 If one argues that
theater is “later” or more “sophisticated” or “higher” on some evolu-
tionary ladder and therefore must derive from one of the others, I
reply that this makes sense only if we take fifth century  Greek
theater (and its counterparts in other cultures) as the only legitimate
theater. Anthropologists, with good reason, argue otherwise, suggesting
that theater – understood as the enactment of stories by players – exists
in every known culture at all times, as do the other genres.11 These
activities are primeval, there is no reason to hunt for “origins” or
“derivations.” There are only variations in form, the intermixing
among genres, and these show no long-term evolution from “primi-
tive” to “sophisticated” or “modern.”12 Sometimes rituals, games,
sports, and the aesthetic genres (theater, dance, music) are merged so
that it is impossible to call the activity by any one limiting name. That
English usage urges us to do so anyway is an ethnocentric bias, not
an argument.

approaches 7



PLAY, GAMES, SPORTS, THEATER, AND RITUAL

Several basic qualities are shared by these activities: 1) a special
ordering of time; 2) a special value attached to objects; 3)
non-productivity in terms of goods; 4) rules. Often special places –
non-ordinary places – are set aside or constructed to perform these
activities in.

Time

Clock time is a mono-directional, linear-yet-cyclical uniform meas-
urement adapted from day–night and seasonal rhythms. In the per-
formance activities, however, time is adapted to the event, and is therefore
susceptible to numerous variations and creative distortions. The major
varieties of performance time are:

1. Event time, when the activity itself has a set sequence and all the
steps of that sequence must be completed no matter how long (or
short) the elapsed clock time.

Examples: baseball, racing, hopscotch; rituals where a “response”
or a “state” is sought, such as rain dances, shamanic cures, revival
meetings; scripted theatrical performances taken as a whole.

2. Set time, where an arbitrary time pattern is imposed on events –
they begin and end at certain moments whether or not they have
been “completed.” Here there is an agonistic contest between the
activity and the clock.

Examples: football, basketball, games structured on “how many”
or “how much” can you do in x time.

3. Symbolic time, when the span of the activity represents another
(longer or shorter) span of clock time. Or where time is con-
sidered differently, as in Christian notions of “the end of time,”
the Aborigine “Dreamtime,” or Zen’s goal of the “ever present.”

Examples: theater, rituals that reactualize events or abolish time,
make-believe play and games.

Boxing offers an unusual combination. The length of each round (3
minutes) and the fight (a certain number of rounds) is set time. But a
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KO can end the fight at any moment and is event time while the
measure of a KO (the 10 count) is set time.

In racing, the racers are competing against each other, either directly
or indirectly (attempting to set a new record). The clock is the means
by which racers are compared to each other. In football, however, the
clock is very active in the game itself. Both teams, while playing against
each other, are also playing with/against the clock. Time is there to be
extended or used up. While stalling is a negligible strategy in baseball
and a disastrous one in racing, it is crucial in football, where many
games end with the leading team “running out the clock.” Suspense
drama takes a similar attitude toward time; frequently the hero is trying
to get something done before time runs out.

Most orthodox theater uses symbolic time, but experimental per-
formances often use event or set time. Allan Kaprow’s happenings –
both those he did in the late 1950s and 1960s and the more private
conceptual work of the 1980s – use event time. Take, for example, Fluids
(1967). As Kaprow describes the piece,

Fluids is a single event done in many places over a three-day period. It
consists simply in building huge, blank, rectangular ice structures. . . .
The structures are to be built in about 20 places throughout Los
Angeles. If you were crossing the city you might suddenly be con-
fronted by these mute and meaningless blank structures which have
been left to melt.

(Kaprow 1968b: 154)

Fluids is over when the monoblocks melt, however long that takes.
Kaprow is aware of what this piece is about.

Obviously, what’s taking place is a mystery of sorts; using common
material (at considerable expense) to make quasi-architectural struc-
tures which seem out of place amid a semi-tropical city setting. . . .
Fluids is in a state of continuous fluidity and there’s literally nothing
left but a puddle of water – and that evaporates.

(Kaprow 1986b: 154–5)

Similarly, Anna Halprin’s Esposizione (1963) consisted of 40 minutes of
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