
introduction

Dramatic performativity and the force
of performance

This is a book about a small slice of performance: the stage perfor-
mance of scripted drama. Until fairly recently dramatic performance
provided the paradigm of performance analysis; the salutary impact
of the massive globalization of performance, and an energetic expan-
sion of scholarly and critical practice in the fields of literary, theatre,
and performance studies, have now displaced dramatic theatre as the
paradigm of performance. This expansion of our ways of understand-
ing and analyzing performance has had – or should have – critical
consequences for our understanding of drama, both as a literary genre
and on the stage. Although a corner of drama studies has usually been
occupied by “performance criticism” and the stage history of plays,
in the past three decades the discussion of dramatic performance has
been innovated by the importing of methods from anthropology and
ethnography, from the psychoanalytic semiotics of film and media
studies, from critical practices derived from phenomenology, from
the densely materialist consideration of performance practices in cul-
tural studies, and even from a new attention to the ways the chang-
ing character of printed texts changes the material “performance”
of writing in history. Disciplinary divisions still have an edge, of
course, and the energetic expansion of the field of performance studies
has sometimes framed an overly static, even simplistic understanding
of dramatic performance. Despite recent enthusiasm for the idea of
“performance” in literary studies, there, too, the critical gain promised
by “performance” is often tacitly set apart from a sense of the banality
of dramatic theatre.
Shakespeare and the Force ofModern Performance frames a discussion

of the working of dramatic performance now, at the opening of the
twenty-first century. I argue that dramatic performance is conditioned
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not only from within the theatre, requiring an understanding of the
conventional performance practices of a given culture, but also from
without: the institutions of performance arise in relation to social
and cultural factors, other institutions which define the categories
and meanings of performance. One sign of this negotiation is the
way live and mediated performance are now often implicated in one
another. Much contemporary theatre work incorporates electronic
media (Laurie Anderson’sMoby-Dick, for example, or the “live” video-
taping of the “live” elements of the performance in Peter Sellars’s pro-
ductions of The Merchant of Venice and Peony Pavilion); some “live”
shows depend in other ways on mechanical reproduction (the audio-
tapes and videotapes critical to Anna Deavere Smith’s performances
come tomind); one genre of stage performance even recreates film and
television scenarios (the brilliant Zapruder sequence in Jean-Claude
Van Itallie’s The Serpent, the long-running stage version of The Brady
Bunch, or the various reenactments – live and as internet chat – of
Star Trek episodes). Mediatized performance enforces a negotiation
with the “live” along all its borders: Anuradha Kapur, a director and
professor at the National School of Drama in New Delhi – a school
that provides a three-year course including training both in “classical”
forms of Indian performance and in “modern” acting (Stanislavskian
realism) – reports that applicants to the school are sometimes asked
to perform “Michael Jackson” as an audition exercise.
Drama, dramatic performance, and the ways we understand them

are constantly changing under the pressure of new technologies
(indoor theatres, the printing of plays, stage lighting, the proscenium,
film, digital media) and as a result of the shifting frontiers between
genres of enactment, nontheatrical as well as theatrical. Shakespearean
drama once shared the space of performance with bear-baiting, ser-
mons, and jigs, as well as with other kinds of theatre, in a culture that
was still dominated by oral forms of communication. Today it shares
that cultural horizon with a wide range of live and mediatized enact-
ments, modes of dramatic writing and of theatrical and nontheatrical
performance that define what we think Shakespeare – or any scripted
drama – can be made to do as performance. As the history of modern
theatre attests, Shakespearean drama not only occupies the sphere of
the “classic,” but also has frequently provided the site for innovation
in the style, substance, and practice of modern performance.
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Moreover, given their status as “literature,” Shakespeare’s plays en-
able us to consider an important but often misconceived aspect of
dramatic performance: the function of writing, of the script, in the
theatre. Shakespeare’s playswerewritten at the intersection of three in-
stitutions that continue to exert pressure on drama and performance.
First, they were written as saleable commodities in a new mode of
cultural and economic production, the emerging professional theatre.
Although writing was used very differently in that theatre from how it
is today, Shakespearean drama participated in the invention of a rec-
ognizably modern institution, in which playscripts are transformed
into a different kind of commodity, dramatic performance. Second,
Shakespeare’s plays also responded directly to a rich oral culture. Our
understanding of language and knowledge have been forever altered
by the impact of print; yet the Western stage remains an important
site for the transformation of writing into the embodied discourses of
action, movement, and speech. Finally, Shakespeare’s plays were also
part of an emerging publishing industry. The fact that Shakespeare’s
playswere printednot only saved them fromoblivion, but alsomarked
the beginning of a fundamental transformation in their status (and
in the status of drama), from performance to print commodities.
In the West today scripted drama is identified at once through the

institutions that conceive its meanings in terms of its textual form,
and through the institutional practices that transform the text into
something else – stage behavior – and that lend that behavior signifi-
cance, force in theatrical performance. Asmy use of theword force here
implies, this is the interface of the “performative,” the terrain between
language and its enactment suggestively explored by J. L. Austin in
How to Do Things with Words, and more broadly remapped in cul-
tural terms by Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler, among others. The
use of the “performative” in drama, theatre, and performance studies
has become the focus of an important controversy about language,
performance, and the performing subject. While this controversy re-
flects the disciplinary struggles characteristic of the humanities today,
it also has important consequences for an understanding of the work
of scripted drama and its performance, what we might call “dramatic
performativity” – the relationship between the verbal text and the
conventions (or, to use Butler’s term, “regimes”) of behavior that
give it meaningful force as performed action. This controversy has
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three elements that I will pursue here in order to clarify dramatic
performativity and the leverage it provides on an understanding
of written drama and its performance: (1) how accounts of the
“performative” tend to maintain a literary sense of theatrical per-
formance; (2) how the “performative” might be refigured to model a
more adequate understanding of theatrical performance; (3) how the
“performative,” derived as it is from a print-inflected understanding
of verbal performance, requires a careful attention not only to the
practices of performance but to the divergence between the materi-
ality of print and the ideologies of print culture.

antitheatrical performativity

The application of J. L. Austin’s approach to speech acts, working
to see the “performative” function of language mediating between
texts and modes of doing, has proven to be an attractive and produc-
tive line of inquiry across the humanities, animating readings of the
“performative” in literary texts (Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Queer Per-
formativity”), in drama and theatrical performance (Elin Diamond,
“Re: Blau”), and in social performance more generally (Judith Butler,
Gender Trouble). At first glance, though, the use of Austin to recu-
perate dramatic performance seems unpromising. The extension of
Austin’s performativity has tended to rehabilitate the study of perfor-
mance while reiterating a familiar antipathy toward dramatic theatre.
Much as literary scholars tend to see the acts of the stage as lapsed read-
ing, derived from the propermeanings prescribed by “the text,” Austin
also has a notoriously skeptical regard for theatrical performatives. For
Austin theatrical discourse is peculiarly “hollow”: “performative ut-
terance will, for example, be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said
by an actor on the stage” (How to Do Things with Words 22), insofar
as theatrical utterance is part of a special class of infelicitous utterance
in which the motives of the agent (“persons having certain thoughts
or feelings” 15) are either insincere or are not directly embodied in
subsequent conduct; literary utterance, to be fair, can also be hollow
in this sense if “introduced in a poem, or spoken in soliloquy” (22).
Austin famously excludes such hollow utterance from consideration
precisely because he finds it “parasitic upon [language’s] normal use –
ways which fall under the doctrine of the etiolations of language” (22).
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Oddly enough, while Austin’s cavalier dismissal of theatrical perfor-
matives – hollow to whom? in what sense? etiolations? – now seems
to drive literary studies toward “performativity and performance,” it
does so precisely by excluding a form of communication where writ-
ing bears in complex yet determinate ways on enactment: dramatic
performance.
Some of the ways in which Austin is seen to liberate “perfor-

mance” (and performance studies) from the tawdriness of the stage
are tackled by Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in their
introductory essay to the influential collection Performativity and Per-
formance. Parker and Sedgwick take Austin to chart a “convergence”
between literary and performance studies that has pushed performa-
tivity “onto center stage” (Introduction 1): “If one consequence of this
appreciation has been a heightened willingness to credit a performa-
tive dimension in all ritual, ceremonial, scripted behaviors, another
would be the acknowledgment that philosophical essays themselves
surely count as one such performative instance” (2). While we may
be relieved that philosophers are now performers (written in the per-
formative mode, their essays finally have force, make something
happen), it is striking to think that some literary scholars have so
recently recognized the force of rituals and ceremonies, a develop-
ment they assign to the new antidiscipline of performance studies:
“Reimagining itself over the course of the past decade as the wider
field of performance studies,” theatre studies is said to have “moved
well beyond the classical ontology of the black box model to embrace
a myriad of performance practices, ranging from stage to festival and
everything in between” (2).
This reading of Austin queers felicitous performativity, demon-

strating its constitutive predication on the “etiolated” – meaning
“linked with the perverted, the artificial, the unnatural, the abnormal,
the decadent, the effete, the diseased” (5) – theatrical performance it
excludes. Nonetheless, it is revealing that Parker and Sedgwick see
the black box as a synecdoche for all theatrical performance, a space
(theatre) and a critical practice (drama and theatre studies) where
nothing, or very little, happens, or happens with consequence, force,
as performance. Given their subsequent discussion of marriage as a
form of conventional theatre, it seems evident that what Parker and
Sedgwick mean by “black box model” is the spatial and performance
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dynamics of modern proscenium performance, a structure of per-
formance that emerged barely a century ago, at the juncture of the
familiar social, aesthetic, and technological pressures of Western in-
dustrial modernism that is, arguably, already on the wane as the dom-
inant form of theatre spatiality: a darkened auditorium, a bourgeois
drama, performance conventions that confine the play behind the
fourth wall of a box set onstage. (In contemporary theatre, of course,
a black box is a small theatre space susceptible to multiple configu-
rations and so to various ways of shaping the relationship between
stage and audience: black-box theatre does not have a proscenium.)
Athens’s Theatre of Dionysus, the York mystery pageants, the Globe,
the illuminated Comédie Française, aquatic melodrama at Sadler’s
Wells, Teatro Campesino’s flatbed trucks, even a thumbnail sketch
of Western theatre – to say nothing of wayang kulit, Noh, or other
non-Western theatricalities – throws the “black box” model, and the
modern proscenium house, very much into question as a paradigm
for the “classical ontology” of theatre. Ignoring theatre studies’ long-
standing interest in dramatic, festival, and popular performance –
as well as in eras of stage production typically bypassed in literary
studies, such as the nineteenth century – Parker and Sedgwick en-
act a typically literary disciplinary investment in textually motivated
forms of modern theatre as definitive of theatrical production. Con-
fining theatre to the black box of modern stage realism, Parker and
Sedgwick take performance (and performance studies) to confirm
dramatic theatre (and theatre studies) as an essentially reproductive
or derivative mode of production.
Developing JacquesDerrida’s reading of Austin in “Signature Event

Context,” Parker and Sedgwick note that Austin’s attempt to exclude
theatrical discourse from ordinary performance finally predicates all
performative utterance on the kind of “hollow” citationality charac-
teristic of the stage. They deconstruct Austin’s opposition between
“normal” and etiolated performance, the felicitously performative and
the theatrical: performative speech cannot be distinguished from the
hollow utterances of the stage on the basis of originality, as though
nontheatrical speaking weremore authentic, less repetitive, than stage
speech. Performatives can work “felicitously” only to the extent that
they, like theatrical performance, are reiterable, signifying through
a process of citation; utterances perform actions only when they
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iterate familiar verbal behavioral regimes. Parker’s and Sedgwick’s
sense of the relationship between theatrical and nontheatrical per-
formance is dramatized in their canny reexamination of Austin’s re-
liance on marital vows (“I do”) as an instance of performative speech
(illocution), of “marriage itself as theater – marriage as a kind of
fourthwall or invisible prosceniumarch thatmoves through theworld
(a heterosexual couple secure in their right to hold hands in the street),
continually reorienting around itself the surrounding relations of vis-
ibility and spectatorship, of the tacit and the explicit, of the possibility
or impossibility of a given person’s articulating a given enunciatory
position” (11). They point out that the performative force of marriage
is not enacted by the utterance, the text “I do,” but by the ways that
utterance/text, performed within the ceremony, cites and so reenacts
the institutions of compulsory heterosexuality. Marriage is “like a
play” (11) to the extent that it is like modern realistic theatre, a the-
atre whose conventional “relations of visibility and spectatorship” – as
Bertolt Brecht long ago recognized –mask its ideological labor behind
its claims to verisimilar representation: “Like the most conventional
definition of a play” – or, more precisely, like the working of modern
realistic plays in a mode of production associated with proscenium
theatricality that Parker and Sedgwick take to be the “conventional
definition of a play” – “marriage is constituted as a spectacle that
denies its audience the ability either to look away from it or equally
to intervene in it” (11).
Parker and Sedgwick brilliantly rethink the working of Austin’s

illocutionary “I do”: the text gains its force not because the words
themselves accomplish the action, but because saying “I do” in con-
ventional rituals of wedding-theatre cites and so reproduces an entire
genre of performance. That this performance – the coercive citation
of heteronormativity – is epitomized as proscenium theatre typifies
Parker’s and Sedgwick’s sense of theatre, and how they position dra-
matic and theatrical performance relative to performativity (and to
the “wider field of performance studies”). They take the characteristic
formation ofmodern theatre – the silent audience immobilized before
the proscenium frame where all the action is (faked), removed from
participation, fromvisibility, consuming the spectacle from their indi-
vidual seats, a darkened throng of individualized subjects disciplined
by/into the illusion of community – to epitomize dramatic theatre
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itself. Reducing theatre to the characteristic ideological apparatus of
modern realism, Parker’s and Sedgwick’s stage is finally the emblem
of powerful yet coercive conventionality (as, of course, much modern
theatre is).
This deconstruction of Austin locates the citational “hollowness”

of ordinary language performatives; paradoxically, it does not seem
to render the “hollowness” peculiar to Austin’s stage any more felic-
itous. To Parker and Sedgwick ordinary performatives signify not as
words (“I do”) but through their reiteration as conventional behav-
ior, in regimes of enactment that enable the spoken words to become
meaningful as performance. Theatrical performance, though, is un-
derstood in the most conventionally “literary” terms, to signify by
reiterating the dramatic text, a mode of citation that renders it pe-
culiarly hollow. Rather than understanding theatrical performance as
definitive of performativity – the conventional regimes of theatrical
behavior (like ideology in this sense) exceed the text, and provide
the ground for its potential meaning as performance – Parker and
Sedgwick follow Austin in retaining the “hollowness” of the stage by
retaining the signification of dramatic performance, its force, within
its “literary,” textual form, the script of the play.
“When is saying something doing something? And how is saying

something doing something?” (1): as Parker and Sedgwick imply, one
of the problems of modeling theatrical performance on Austinian
performativity is that it reduces performance to the performance of
language, words, as though theatrical performance were merely, or
most essentially, a mode of utterance, the (in-/felicitous) production
of speech acts. Yet even the relations of visibility characteristic of an
Ibsen play will be produced in performance only if we choose to stage
the play in the conventional proscenium box that Ibsen imagined:
as countless thrust-stage, black-box, in-the-round, and otherwise
“experimental” productions have shown, the text gains different force
in alternative regimes of performance. The conundrum that Parker
and Sedgwick enact here has to do precisely with the fact that they,
too, regard actingmuch as Austin does, as the straightforward citation
of the dramatic text. Nontheatrical performances like the marriage
ceremony exemplify the “performative” because, far from being de-
termined by the text, the performance is understood to frame, con-
textualize, and determine the possible meanings the text can have as
performed action, as an act with force. Yet this account of themarriage
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ceremony sounds much like theatre, where performance continually
remakes writing into something else: it is only their “literary” desire
to retain the force of the theatre within the dramatic text that prevents
Parker and Sedgwick, much as it prevented Austin, from seeing this
account of the “performative” as an account of dramatic performance.
They, like Austin (all those examples from Shakespeare!) discount the
force of theatre, including its potentially disruptive, “performative”
force, because they understand stage performance merely as the ci-
tation of the playwright’s script. At the same time their discussion
of the performative structure of the marital “I do” seems to beg the
question: is it the dramatic text that the citational performances of
the theatre cite?

dramatic performativity

To consider dramatic theatre as an instance of the “performative”
requires a fundamental rethinking of the function of writing in per-
formance. Does stage performance operate citationally, less an itera-
tion of texts than an engagement of the conventions of performance,
conventions that accumulate, as Judith Butler puts it, “the force of
authority through the repetition or citation of a prior and authori-
tative set of practices” (Excitable Speech 51)? As a citational practice,
theatre – like all signifying performance – is engaged not so much
in citing texts as in reiterating its own regimes of performance. Plays
become meaningful in the theatre through the disciplined applica-
tion of conventionalized practices – acting, directing, scenography –
that transform writing into something with performative force: per-
formance behavior. The invocation of Austin often tends to associate
theatrical performance with speech, and so sees theatre’s relation to
the text as akin to the ways Austin describes an utterance’s relation
to language: the text grounds the potential meanings of its enact-
ment. Yet even the act of speaking, Bruce Smith observes, is better
understood as “something that happens in the body and to the body,”
something apprehended “via a gestalt of force” (Acoustic World 23).
Theatre goes well beyond the force of mere speech, subjecting writing
to the body, to labor, to the work of production.
To pursue “dramatic performativity,” then, first requires us to re-

train the deconstructive logic that Parker and Sedgwick derive from
Austin and Derrida back on an understanding of drama and theatre.
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Regarding dramatic performance as having force means, paradoxi-
cally enough, that we must relinquish the notion that its force derives
solely or directly from the authorial text. If stage performance merely
cites its text, it remains “hollow” as behavior, even as stage behavior.
It also remains derivative from, and subordinate to, fundamentally
literary, print-inflected notions of theatre: theatre becomes merely a
clever way to reiterate writing by other means. To see dramatic per-
formativity as a species of the “performative” – producing action with
a characteristic, if ambiguous, force – we must fashion a much more
dynamic understanding of the use and function of texts in the theatre,
and a more vigorous sense of the consequences of theatrical behavior
as well.
Though most often invoked in literary and dramatic studies for

her reading of the performative dimension of gender and sexual iden-
tifications, Judith Butler unpacks the relationship between language
and enactment in ways that bear directly on this performative un-
derstanding of stage drama. It may seem surprising to turn to Butler
here: Elin Diamond notes that “[p]erformance and theatre discourse
are shunned by Butler” – much as they are by Parker and Sedgwick –
“with a fastidiousness worthy of J. L. Austin himself ” (“Re: Blau”
33). Butler is fastidious about the performative potential of the stage
in Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter (and even in Antigone’s
Claim).1 Elsewhere, though, Butler takes hate speech, pornography,
and the “don’t-ask-don’t-tell” policy of the US military toward gay
personnel to locate a contemporary politics of the performative. This
work traverses the zone where speaking crosses in ambiguous and
contradictory ways into the sphere of doing, the zone where behavior
appears to derive its force as action from the words it performs – a
zone, in other words, much akin to the zone of dramatic performance.
Butler’s reading of the scene of speech again develops Derrida’s

reading of Austin, the sense that illocutionary speech (“I do”) cannot
perform as “illocution” if we understand it as a completely original,
“sovereign” utterance. The conditions that make “marriage” happen
are not under the sovereign control of the speakers or of their text,
“I do”; for “marriage” to happen “I do” must be spoken within cere-
monial and ritualized behaviors that cite and reiterate an entire range
of heteronormative social institutions.2 Yet in a variety of public and
legal contexts, and most dramatically in the case of hate speech, we
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understand words alone to have the force of action, to constitute
acts in themselves (many people understand plays in this way, too, to
contain the force of their legitimate stage behavior). The doctrine of
“fighting words” implies that some hate speech frames perlocutionary
speech acts, causing something to happen (a fist fight, a smoldering
house) as a consequence of speech. But some hate speech – in the
contemporary United States, the “n-word” – is also understood as
illocutionary action, as committing an injury merely by the act of
being spoken. To the extent that it puts its recipient “subject in a
position of subordination” (Butler, Excitable Speech 26), hate speech
accomplishes an illocutionary act, becoming “an unequivocal form
of conduct” (23).
Both senses (perlocutionary, illocutionary) of hate-speech-as-

action evoke familiar models of dramatic performance, and of perfor-
mance criticism of the drama: the text implies certain stage behaviors
as its perlocutionary consequence; the text illocutionarily encodes
stage behaviors in itself. Butler argues, though, that the absorption
of conduct into the text (the literary sense of dramatic performance)
mystifies the ideological character of performance. For the spoken
text cannot determine its social, public significance as action: how –
or whether – speech is even regarded as a performed action depends
on the legislated, consensual context of its enactment. Speech is re-
garded as unequivocal conduct in order to proscribe homosexuality in
the military (“don’t-ask-don’t-tell” implies that telling is doing, that
speech is conduct, illocution). At the same time racist conduct has
been regarded as the exercise of free speech: burning a cross on a black
family’s lawn is not taken as illocution (hate speech as conduct), nor
as perlocution (fighting words), not as conduct at all, but merely as
nonperformative, protected, free speech. Still other kinds of speech
are prosecuted as racist conduct “in those cases in which racial mi-
norities come to stand for the source or origin of sexually injurious
representation (as in rap)” (Excitable Speech 40). The text of the
speech-act – a racist epithet, “I do,” or “I’m gay” – is incapable of
determining action in itself, or of constituting a performing subject.
“If agency is not derived from the sovereignty of the speaker, then
the force of the speech act is not sovereign force” (39). Its meaning
cannot be traced entirely to the independent authority of the text or
of the speaker, but to the ways in which the act of utterance – and
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the acting of the utterance – calls into practice an available regime of
social relationships.
Kenneth Burke might have said that Butler privileges the explana-

tory force of the scene, rather than the agent in determining themotive
force of speech acts, and of dramatic action more generally. Butler’s
scrupulous attention to the disjunction between language and the
force of its enactment enforces a critical remapping of the function
of writing in dramatic performance. Speaking produces language as
behavior, as action; language (“I do”) gains the force of performance
through the citational character of its enactment, the social and behav-
ioral conventions that register it as action. So, too, if “the performativ-
ity of the text is not under sovereign control” (69), dramatic writing
alone cannot exert “sovereign” force on its performance. Dramatic
performance becomes meaningful by deploying the text in recogniz-
able genres of behavior, regimes that finally determine what the text
can mean as performance.
A “performative” understanding of drama enables us to recali-

brate our understanding of the relationship between texts and perfor-
mances. Dramatic performance is not determined by the text of the
play: it strikes a muchmore interactive, performative relation between
writing and the spaces, places, and behaviors that give it meaning,
force, as theatrical action. Far from governing the shape and mean-
ing of performance, writing is given its significance in performance
by the range of its possible uses, by the various social and theatrical
conventions that transform it from language into action, behavior.
Needless to say, this view of dramatic performativity not only unset-
tles a literary notion of theatre, but also raises important and difficult
questions about the function and identity of the playwright’s work
in performance. How can we evaluate performance, particularly the
performance of plays in the classical repertory, without recourse to
an understanding of the perdurable text? Are all performances of
Hamlet or Waiting for Godot – faithful or unfaithful, traditional or
high-concept, intercultural or (fill in the blank: whatever the oppo-
site of intercultural might be today) – equally incommensurable with
the text, equally distant from it? These important concerns deserve
our attention, and I will return to them several times throughout
this book. Here, though, we should also note that a literary anxi-
ety about the “performative” stripping the identity of the text from
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performance (a performance of Hamlet is not a citation of Shake-
speare’s text, but a transformation of it) is reciprocated by a corol-
lary anxiety, that the “performative” – with its origins in linguistics,
language studies, and deconstructive philosophy – betrays the essen-
tially nontextual identity of performance by conceiving performance
in fundamentally literary or textual terms. From this perspective, far
from displacing the force of the text, a “performative” conception
of performance remains fully sustained by a literary ideology, one
rooted – as modern literary culture is – in the practices, economics,
and rhetoric of print.

performativity, l iteracy, and print

Can we deploy the “performative” as a way to understand dramatic
performance without – despite appearances to the contrary – pulling
performance back into a print-inflected understanding of drama and
theatre? More to the point, how does a sense of dramatic performa-
tivity require a reconception not only of dramatic writing, but of the
bearing of print and print literacy on an understanding of the identity
of drama and the practices of performance? In her vivid celebration
of performance at “the end of print culture,” The Domain-Matrix,
Sue-Ellen Case resists the dissemination of the “performative” in pre-
cisely these terms: its implication in the ideology of print locates
the “performative” understanding of performance within the familiar
hegemony of textual culture. Framing a sense of the “performing les-
bian at the end of print culture” (the book’s subtitle), Case entwines
a challenge to Butler’s notion of the performative nature of gender
and sexual identity with a critique of Austin’s “performative” as a
function of print culture and its misapprehension of performance.
She argues that the resistance to “essentialism” arising from “perfor-
mative” conceptions of gender and sexuality is itself the effect of a
fundamentally literary desire to see performance, and sexual identity,
in terms susceptible to the interpretive practices of print culture, as
texts.

Putting print aside, away from its dominating position, what other orders
emerge as metaphors for the production of meaning? If print composes a
certain type of subject, created in consonance with a passing form of capi-
talism, what new compound of subject, body, sexuality, gender, and class is



14 Shakespeare and the Force of Modern Performance

being constituted in cyberspace? Without the popular trope of “inscription”
that has brought writing onto bodies, institutions, and social spaces, what
figures manage the emerging spaces of information? (Domain-Matrix 9–10)

Insofar as the “performative” depends on a notion of citation mod-
eled on the iterative capacities of language, especially as language is
understood since the rise of print and its marked expansion of the
“iterative” dimension of writing, Butler’s work dramatizes a funda-
mentally literary (de)valuation of performance, a sense of perfor-
mance sustained by the ineffable Author (“lurking in the project to
make writing active, to make theorizing a significant actor in spite
of all repetitive iterations, or theoretical stomps, is the writer” 16),
a figure who rapidly dissolves (and dissolves performance) into the
order of writing: “The critical discourses of speech-act theory and
deconstruction ultimately bring the notion of performativity back to
their own mode of production: print” (17). Although her discussion
of print is only a stepping-stone to an inquiry into the performance of
identities (I will return to this problematic sense of the extinction of
print by hypermedia in chapter 4), Case’s sense that print marks the
origin and limit of the “performative” has been widely influential in
performance studies. More to the point, in representing the relation-
ship between “print” and the “performative,” Case invites us to take
a keener view of the material frame of modern Western drama’s other
mode of production: the printed page.
The general point here, that “the body and the order of the vis-

ible have been subsumed by writing and the order of print” (22),
is unexceptionable; the marginalization of drama in literary stud-
ies is one familiar consequence of this history. Much as the modern
study of language is coeval with the expansion of print in the later
seventeenth century, the consequences of print – the isolation and
“thingification” of words, the emphasis on repeatability and regular-
ity, the standardization of grammar and lexicon, amongmany others –
are visible across the interface of cultural and performance studies,
from Saussure to Peirce, from Freud to Lacan to Laura Mulvey, from
the dramatistic rhetoric of Kenneth Burke to the social dramas of
Victor Turner to the textualized cultures of Clifford Geertz, and of
course from Austin to Derrida to Butler.3 At the same time “the body
and the order of the visible” cannot stand in an identical relationship
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to different modes of language production. Speech, writing, print,
and electronic texts are used in a variety of ways, and have been used
in different ways throughout history, implying a differential range of
relationships between “the body and the order of the visible” and the
practices of verbal communication – speech, writing, and print.
We might take our bearings on the relationship between writ-

ing, print, and the “performative” by revisiting the example that
Case uses to highlight the crippling effects of print culture and the
“performative” on an understanding of performance: conference-
paper performance. It’s certainly true that most academics engage
routinely in two kinds of performance – teaching and giving academic
papers – and that the conference paper – reading a text aloud to an
audience – sustains an unacknowledged paradigm of the work of per-
formance for many of them (well, for many of us). The sense that
performance is merely a reiteration of writing is a commonly held un-
derstanding of stage drama. Deeply dependent on the iterative logic
of print, it is also characteristic of the way both traditional literary
studies and the newer performance studies have (mis)understood the
function of texts in performance. The contemporary enthusiasm for
the “performative,” Case argues, is one consequence of this model of
performance: “The law, the legislated, the written, in book culture, in
print culture, precedes and determines performance . . . ‘Performing’
cannot seem to inhabit any originary space – that is precisely, those
critics would offer, its merit. It is posed as an after-effect, albeit a
subversive one – of a stable condition” (25), the condition of print.
While Case rightly assails an understanding of performance as es-

sentially dependent on the forms and means of print, she also implies
that the “performative” depends on this print-inflected conception of
performance and so that the “performative” is fully emblematized by
the genre of conference-paper performance, the “oral performance of
print” (24). Needless to say, the “conference paper” asserts the func-
tion of the text in performancemuchmore vividly thanmost dramatic
performance does: the script is usually displayed; the speaker contin-
uously performs his/her dependence on it; the physical regimes of
embodiment (gesture, movement, inflection, posture, to say nothing
of costume and visual design) are extraordinarily narrow.Nonetheless,
even conference-paper performance has its physical conventions of
vocal, gestural, and physical performance.4 While conference-paper
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performance certainly reifies a text-centered version of performance,
even conference-paper theatre seems tome illustrative less of the abso-
lute determination of performance by writing than of the disjunction
between writing and enactment, the disjunction of the “performa-
tive.” Attending both to the precisematerial formof conference-paper
writing and to the function of writing in the performative rituals
of conference-paper performance points at once to the inability of
writing to determine performance, and to a richer understanding of
dramatic performativity.
We might get at the differential relationship between writing and

enactment, and so at a more fluid understanding of the “performa-
tive,” by raising what might at first appear merely a quibbling distinc-
tion: the delivery of an academic paper is never (well, nearly never) the
“oral performance of print.” Although an academic paper has proba-
bly been “printed” on a printer, it has not in fact been subjected to the
process of print (some people deliver papers directly from a laptop, or
from notecards and Powerpoint display, using texts, in other words,
that never come close to print). A conference paper has not received
the influence, the labor, of other print-agents – editors, copyeditors,
compositors, pressmen, proofreaders, bookbinders – each of whom
transforms the private authorial text into a public document, property
with public, socialized properties. As David Scott Kastan has pointed
out, authors do not write books:

They do write, of course – itself a complexly social act – but what they
write are manuscripts or typescripts that get turned into books only with the
introduction and interference of any number of new agents and intentions.
Editors, censors, publishers, designers, printers, binders all interfere with
the author’s text before it appears as a printed book, and their multiple and
often contradictory agencies are necessarily registered in the text’s signifying
surface. (Shakespeare after Theory 28)

(Case’s The Domain-Matrix is a case in point: using design and lay-
out elements to replicate a computer screen in the early chapters,
and shifting to new typefaces and layouts to reflect the concerns of
later chapters, The Domain-Matrix evinces the resources and prestige
of a major university press, elements of the sociology of the book
that are inseparable from the “content” of the printed text.) Whereas
the conference paper emanates from an individual or group creator,
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printed texts emanate from a publisher, and carry with them a range of
material properties expressing that origin. This distinction applies to
desktop publishing and to electronic publishing, too. Although there
may be fewer intermediary individuals involved, desktop publication
is nonetheless the product of several nonauthorial agents, including
the designers of layout and print software, and the mechanism of
distribution that renders desktop printing a meaningful form of pub-
lication. Merely creating a hard copy of an electronic document is not
really the equivalent of print publication. So, too, electronic publish-
ing – the creation and distribution of texts for readers in an electronic
medium – requires the insertion of the text into a public medium
such as the internet, where it again becomes subject to the influence
of other agents (the advertisers who drive search engines, the designers
of webpage software, the structure of digital communications).5

The text’s mode of production is surely a critical dimension of the
“sociality of the academic community” (Case, Domain-Matrix 24),
and points to the ways in which performativity – the lived, behavioral
ethics and practices of a conventionalized regime of performance –
registers its impress on the performance of writing in the materiality
of the text itself, tracing the way the text becomes an object of labor
and transformation by performance. The ethics of paper-giving are
such that papers that have been published, subjected to print, are
usually ineligible for performance at conferences, or at most other
academic performances of writing (“job talks”, invited presentations,
keynote addresses and the like). “Print is the very ground of intellec-
tual property, and the reading of it as the performance of the social
nature of ideas rests on their presentation as private property” (Case,
Domain-Matrix 24). True enough; but in most academic perfor-
mances performing from text already in print leads to an infelicitous
performance, bad form, a faux pas, perhaps even what Austin terms
a misfire: “When the utterance is a misfire, the procedure which we
purport to invoke is disallowed or is botched: and our act (marrying,
&c.) is void or without effect” (How to Do Things with Words 16).
(Word to the wise: do not deliver an already published paper as a “job
talk.”) Published writing can be performed for “academic” audiences,
but these events are usually called “readings,” as when ToniMorrison,
Robert Pinsky, or Harold Bloom “gives a reading.” The expectation
that the text being performed is not already available in print suggests
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the latent ethical force of the oral dimension of conference-paper
performance. Julie Stone Peters reminds us that up through the
seventeenth century to publish could “mean to show something to the
public by any one of a number of means, reflecting the range of what
it was to make something ‘public’ ”: manuscript as well as print forms
of writing, oral as well as written forms of speech, were all forms of
“publishing” (Theatre of the Book 238). But since the late seventeenth
century, publication has implied making a document public to the
widest audience – in print. As material objects the conference “paper”
and the printed “article” now occupy different positions within the
sociology of academic life, have different standing as property (pub-
lishers typically hold the copyright for journal articles), and are used
in different modes of performance. The closure of print implies a pro-
cess of legitimation by those secondary agents of publishing that is not
assigned to live performance; hence, I suppose, the general practice of
assigning more “weight” to published texts than to unpublished con-
ference papers in the academic assessment of scholarship for tenure
and promotion.
Within the contemporary conventions of academic performance,

“the body and the order of the visible” relate somewhat differently
to print and nonprint forms of writing: one is much more suscepti-
ble to felicitous embodiment than the other. For this reason, while
the textually driven aspect of conference-paper performance is illus-
trative of a literary understanding of dramatic performance, from a
slightly altered perspective even conference-paper performancemight
be seen to evoke the disjunction between texts and performances.
Butler’s “performative” implies that the internalized, implicit, fluid,
but nonetheless effective conventions, regimes, and structures of per-
formance – structures that are necessarily and completely hors du
texte – govern what a text can say as a specific kind of performance.
What seems to mark the “conference paper” as a mode of production
distinct from print is the way that its insertion into orality transforms
the writing as a material object: conference papers work like theatrical
scripts, and often look like scripts, too.
I can’t speak for others, but my own conference papers are in

many ways distinct from any version that reaches print, distinct in
ways that reflect the performative pressures of conference-paper per-
formance. The hard-copy text is, for instance, usually covered with
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handwriting, crossed-out passages to be deleted from performance,
words underlined for emphasis, arrows to help me pick up the trail
after excised material: this scrawl is, in a sense, what identifies the
text as a manuscript, and links it to the aural-oral traditions of manu-
script culture. This version is a kind of “bad quarto” or “Marcellus
Version,” a site of inscription, written over for oral delivery, written
over again as a result of questions from the audience, and written over
several times thereafter, with the benefit of advice from friends and
colleagues – who often make their own inscriptions on it, or in its
virtual counterpart.6 Walter Ong observes that “print encourages a
sense of closure, a sense that what is found in a text has been finalized,
has reached a state of completion” (Orality and Literacy 132), while he
takes manuscripts, “with their glosses or marginal comments (which
often got worked into the text in subsequent copies)” to be “in dia-
logue with the world outside their own borders. They remained closer
to the give-and-take of oral expression” than printed texts (132). Ong
tends to see sequentiality where I see simultaneity: far from pointing
to the merely residual or “secondary” element of orality in literate
culture, conference-paper performance points to the dynamic char-
acter of the uses of writing in a given culture, and to the fact that the
text – or the form of the text, as script, print, or hypertext – cannot
determine the practices of its “literate” employment.
The “performative” – inAustin,Derrida, Butler, andCase –models

performance on the paradigm of verbal speech acts, and is fully in-
formed by an understanding of language and its workings condi-
tioned by literacy in general and by the effects of print and print
culture on our understanding of what language is and how it works.
It is far from clear, however, that the “performative” implies the text-
over-performance model of signification common in literary studies.
As Ong points out, the “performative” needs to be adapted to deal
with the very different status and working of illocutionary utterances
(“I promise you . . .”) in nonliterate or nonprint cultures, in which
the contractual nature of, say, a “promise” has not been troped by
the enforcing power of writing and the facility of citation enabled by
print (Orality and Literacy 170). But while the “performative” owes
its sense of the nature of language to print, it does not in fact imag-
ine an essential relation between writing – print or otherwise – and
performance. Taking “print” as synonymous with “writing” or even
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“language” is to ignore the densely mediated ways in which writ-
ten language gains public status, the specificity of writing as a mode
of production across history, and the different ways in which insti-
tutionalized forms of language (print, among others) bear on other
institutions, such as theatre.
The history of drama testifies to an extremely variable relation-

ship between forms of textuality and modes of embodiment, even
in conventional theatre: the “bad quarto” Hamlet and the theatrical
durability of Nahum Tate’s King Lear and David Garrick’s Catherine
andPetruchio come tomind, as domore recent stageworks that invoke
and contest “textual” authority – Anne Bogart’s Going, Going, Gone,
Suzan-Lori Parks’s Venus, Moisés Kaufman’s Laramie Project. Author-
ship is variable across the range of print. Are Stan Lee (Spider-Man),
MollyO’Neill (formerNewYork Times food critic), StuartMoulthrop
(scholar and hypertext novelist), or Glenda Bendure (one of the
writers of my Lonely Planet: Scandinavian and Baltic Europe guide-
book) “authors” in the same sense as one another, or as Judith Butler,
J. L. Austin, Samuel Beckett? So, too, the relation between author-
ship and dramatic writing has been extremely unsettled throughout
the history of performance. There are today a large number of well-
known dramatic “writers” who are known or unknown as “authors”
in the precisely Shakespearean sense that their writing is immediately
consumed as performance – Aaron Sorkin (The West Wing) and
Frank Spotnitz (The X-Files), to name just two.
Themodern understanding of drama arises at the interface between

two institutions emerging in theWest in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries: the institution of professional theatre, which consumed
writing (the playwright’s script, purchased for a fee, owned and re-
vised by the company) to produce a theatrical commodity, dramatic
performance; and the institution of publishing, which consumedwrit-
ing to produce a print commodity, dramatic literature (whose property
status remained unstable in copyright law well beyond that of other
print products). The relationship between embodiment, orality, writ-
ing, and print – in dramatic theatre and elsewhere – is not static or
essential: it is given a specific shape as performative practice. To think
that “performance has traditionally perturbed the interpretive power
of print” (Domain-Matrix 20) is to ignore the ways in which print has
also seemed to spur new kinds of meaning in performance, or ways
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in which performance and print have seemed – say, at the origin of
English professional theatre in the sixteenth century – to stand at a
considerable distance from one another.
Writing is dynamic and stands in a dynamic relation to othermodes

(oral, nonverbal, theatrical) of communication. The history of tech-
nologies of writing is not the displacement of orality by literacy, of
speech by print, nor of print by hypertext: as social practices, forms
of communication remain in negotiation with one another, largely
through the divergent habits of their users.Moreover, forms ofwriting
cannot determine practices of literacy or of performance. The “per-
formative” practices that give writing meaning – as reading and as
acting – arise beyond the text. An understanding of dramatic perfor-
mativity in the theatre requires a close engagement with the material
practices of writing and literacy as well as with the material practices
of performance.
Notions derived from print – or, more particularly, from the ideol-

ogy of print – have long characterized an understanding of the work
of dramatic performance. But while the “performative” depends (how
could it not depend?) on an understanding of language that is itself a
consequence of more than five hundred years of print, a more mate-
rial attention to the specificity of writing and performance as sites of
drama seems particularly important now, when modes of writing and
enactment are undergoing such rapid transformation. Although writ-
ing is not essential to drama, it has been a critical feature of dramatic
performance in the West for some time, and the pace of its projected
demise has been rather excessively exaggerated: dramatic theatre, the
performance of scripted plays, remains an important site of perfor-
mance innovation, experimentation, and political resistance through-
out the world. What is changing is twofold. First, the ways we use
writing “performatively” are changing. They have always been chang-
ing: theMethod, epic theatre, the Viewpoints, autoperformance, and
multimedia all consume writing in different ways, transform it into
significant performances of different kinds, lend it different kinds of
meaning in and as performance. The performative dimension of the
theatre’s work with texts is not new, or characteristic of the avant-
garde: it is the condition of drama.
New technologies are transfiguring both the forms and venues of

performance and the forms and practices of writing.Writing is hardly



22 Shakespeare and the Force of Modern Performance

disappearing: one aspect of contemporary technology is the way it has
proliferated writing as an aspect of daily life, often in ways that both
emulate and displace print. It is hard to say what kinds of impact
these technologies will have over time. Understanding the work of
dramatic performativity in the future will require us to avoid the
mystifications of the past, particularly the misrepresentations of print
culture that mistake the ideology of print – the emphasis on regularity
and reproducibility – for its material history, which often tells a very
different story. Print is frequently distinguished from hypertext, for
instance, as closed, single, authoritarian, while hypertext is said to
be open, multiple, reader-oriented. But if the history of the book
tells us anything, it is that works have had an extremely difficult
time maintaining their identity in print. To read Hamlet in the 1623
Folio, Pope’s Shakespeare, Thomas andHenrietta Bowdler’s sanitized
Family Shakespeare, or a modern critical edition is not only to read
different words on the page, but to read objects that instantiate the
play in entirely different ways.
The same can be said of most works in more than one edition: the

material history of print constantly frames writing in social, historical,
and economic contexts that structure the meaning and identity of the
work. To this extent, much as two editions of the same text –Hamlet,
Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, Yeats’s “Among School Children” – are
almost certain to differ in the words on the page, so, too, they repre-
sent, perform the work very differently. Despite the claim that print
irresistibly reproduces the identity of writing, what print actually does
is to materialize writing in history in ways that ineluctably register its
changing face. Writing on the computer is very different from print –
it dances and wriggles, it is subject to instant change of format, and
so on. But in another sense writing on the computer tends to lose the
historical and material specificity of print: all writing on the screen
is processed by the same hardware, and the same software. In this
sense the screen tends to dematerialize the historical situatedness of
print objects, embodying (so to speak) the lived diversity of print in
a single molded-plastic shell.
I raise this distinction not for nostalgic reasons, but merely to sug-

gest that the practices of writing and the uses of literacy are forged
on two fronts: as a rhetorical or ideological effect of a culture’s de-
ployment of writing technologies, and as a diverse range of practices



Introduction: dramatic performativity 23

that may well use and represent those technologies in different and
unanticipatedways.Neither the ideologies – of print culture, of digital
culture – nor the practices are immanent in the technology: they arise
in the ways we understand and use them. I’m tempted to say that they
arise in the sphere of the “performative.”
A more rigorous application of the “performative” should seize

a more historicized relationship between the forms of writing and
the practices of performance. The social meaning of any form of
writing – manuscript, print, electronic – “resides in the recognition
of the social implications of the production processes and in the
material significance of literary artifacts. Its emphasis is not on creative
processes fulfilling an ideal” – the literary understanding of drama,
the closed print text determining the performance – “but on the
meanings of production – its processes and its outcomes – as a social
element” (Peter L. Shillingsburg, Resisting Texts 215). Texts in the
theatre, even printed texts, are altered by a variety of forms of labor:
by acting, to be sure, but also by inscription, as actors, directors, stage
managers, and others delete, add, and alter the language, highlight
individual parts, annotate blocking andmovement, note personal and
technical cues, and much more. Texts in the theatre are subjected, in
other words, to rewriting that embodies the performative constraints
and conventions of a specific mode of theatricality. Far from guiding,
controlling, authorizing the performance, writing is subject in critical
ways to its labor: printed or otherwise, the text of a play in production
is a unique document, a site for inscription that is itself only part of
a larger process of production.7

A stage performance is not determined by the internal “meanings”
of the text, but is a site where the text is put into production, gains
meaning in a different mode of production through the labor of its
agents and the regimes of performance they use to refashion it as per-
formance material.8 Although these theatrical practices sometimes
seem – or may seem, from the perspective of print-literacy and liter-
ary culture – arbitrary, ungoverned, or undetermined, what renders
them “performative” in the strict sense is their labor to lend force,
behavioral force, to the text. Dramatic performativity is perhaps a
special case of the performative, or perhaps the emblematic case, the
place where scripted language operates at once as a kind of raw mate-
rial for performance, but also as a kind of catalyst, burned off in the
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act of performing, transformed into something else rich and strange:
an event, theatre.

shakespearean performativity

This dynamic interplay between the specific identity of a text and the
practices of its embodiment is the sphere of dramatic performativity.
In the pages that follow, I want to pursue the performative complex-
ity of scripted drama in a specific way: by looking at several aspects
of contemporary Shakespeare performance where modern attitudes
about the performative work of Shakespeare, and the work of writing
in performance, come into view. Each of the following four chap-
ters traces the performative dialogue between writing and enactment
in a different way, isolating one dimension of how Shakespearean
drama engages with live behavior today. Each also illustrates some of
the consequences that this understanding of dramatic performativity
has for our sense of the purpose, meaning, and force of dramatic
performance.
In the first chapter, “Performing history,” I ask what may be the

most troubling question arising from a “performative” conception of
dramatic theatre. If the text does not govern performance, then how –
orwhat – does it contribute to performance? Inwhat sense is a produc-
tion of a Shakespeare play meaningfully engaged with Shakespeare?
I pursue this question by reframing it in more narrowly historical
terms: to what extent can we imagine performance undertaking a
colloquy with the subjects – represented or actual – of Shakespeare’s
era, dramatic “characters” that Shakespeare created in writing? The
desire to see performance as a work of historical recovery is a power-
ful one, as is the desire to feel that in performance we are in some
kind of dialogue with the playwright’s original act of inscription. At
the same time performance always takes place in present behavior;
throughout its stage history the ongoing vitality of Shakespearean
drama has depended on the ability to fashion Shakespeare’s writing
into the fashionable behavior indigenous to the changing tastes of the
stage. Opening with a consideration of Michael Bristol’s savvy effort
to preserve the material labor of writing as an aspect of theatrical
practice, this chapter elaborates the ways in which “dramatic perfor-
mativity” might reorient our understanding of the relation between
drama and its performance as vehicles of history.
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While the first chapter develops a reading of the “performative”
relative to the desire to see dramatic performance as an act of his-
torical dialogue or recovery, the second chapter, “Globe performa-
tivity,” focuses on a specific environment, a space that appears to
make Shakespearean drama function with a particularly appropriate
force: Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre in London. The Globe is in many
ways a monument to a writerly understanding of theatre, a “factory,”
as Andrew Gurr puts it, for exploring the performances implicit in
Shakespeare’s texts (“Shakespeare’s Globe” 34). TheGlobe also partic-
ipates in practices of performance that extendwell beyond the regimes
of “theater,” evoking cognate regimes of performance – living-history
museums, battlefield reenactments, theme parks – that have little to
do with the theatrical staging of scripted drama. Although the Globe
claims a unique authority in the expression of Shakespearean drama,
that expression is sustained by divergent modes of conduct, expres-
sion, communication, and acknowledgment, behavior that compli-
cates our understanding of the kind of performance – and the kinds
of performativity – that animate the Globe’s stage. In this chapter
I assess the terms of “Globe performativity” by placing the Globe’s
performance of Shakespearean drama on this wider horizon of public
performance. How is our understanding of the force of dramatic per-
formance shaped when we understand theatre as part of this shaping
continuum of popular performativity?
In “Shakespearean geographies” I consider how contemporary

Shakespearean performativity is at once inflected and enabled by the
opportunities for global and globalized representation that appear
to arise from Shakespearean drama today, and to give Shakespeare a
new “intercultural” force in performance. Globalized Shakespeare
expresses an underlying tension defining dramatic performativity
today, the sense that dramatic texts might be performed with mean-
ingful theatrical force through a wide array of stage behaviors, includ-
ing many drawn from cultural spheres far beyond the circumstances
of their original theatrical production. Shakespearean performance
is sometimes even seen as a means of intervening in the national
or global politics of colonialism and race, as well as providing a
site of resistant, “postcolonial” representation. In this chapter I take
“intercultural Shakespeare” – itself a label for a chastening variety of
events – as the signal commodity-form of globalized live dramatic
performance today, and explore some of the ways in which this kind
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of performance situates Shakespearean drama in the transnational
discourses of travel, tourism, and (post)colonial representation.
In the final chapter, “Cyber-Shakespeare,” I return to the question

of the drama’s position at the intersection of writing and performance.
How do hypertext and hypermedia intervene in the text/performance
paradigm, altering the conditions of Shakespearean textuality and
performativity? Although hypertext departs in many ways from the
materiality of print, in surprising ways the rhetoric of hypertext has
been troped by the rhetoric of print, most clearly in the ways “orality”
and “embodiment” have been used to model (and value) hypertex-
tual writing as a kind of performance. How is “Shakespeare” situated
on the screen, as at once a body of texts and as something you do
with texts, to texts, a kind of performance? Throughout this book
I am concerned with how contemporary regimes of performance –
the performative practices of history and historiography, of public
entertainments, of globalized interculturalism – model different
ways of making dramatic texts meaningful. Here I ask how cyber-
Shakespeare – Shakespeare in a medium at once fully suffused by the
emulation of print (and driven by the text of binary code) and yet
that also appears to avoid the “logic” of print – might extend and
alter our understanding of contemporary dramatic performativity.
Shakespeare and the Force ofModern Performance attempts to engage

with the dialogue between writing and enactment across several di-
mensions of contemporary performance. As a result, throughout the
book, I discuss performances in some detail: an “experimental” uni-
versity production of Romeo and Juliet that attempted to theatricalize
unspoken features of the q2 text of that play; the disarming perfor-
mance of the “mutes or audience” ofHamlet at the Globe Theatre in
2000; Baz Luhrmann’sWilliam Shakespeare’s Romeo+ Juliet, and the
Grupo Galpão Romeu e Julieta, staged as part of the “Globe to Globe”
series; several contemporary films; and the performance of reading hy-
pertext online. While it has become conventional to set Shakespeare
films in the rich context of popular non-Shakespearean film history,
most discussions of Shakespeare in the theatre set Shakespeare per-
formances solely against the backdrop of other stage Shakespeares.
The sense that Shakespearean performativity arises not from the text
of the plays, but is carved from a wider spectrum of performance
can only be demonstrated by thinking about the interruptions and
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continuities between Shakespearean performativity and other dra-
matic and nondramatic performances. Although it may prove dis-
tracting or frustrating to some readers, seeing Shakespeare, and by
extension stage drama, as part of contemporary performance is cen-
tral to my understanding of the larger purposes of this project: to
come to a richer understanding of the interplay between writing and
embodiment in the force of dramatic performance.



chapter 1

Performing history

This theatre reminds many people of Shakespeare’s Globe; my
only question is, can we use it for playing Shakespeare?

Freddie Rokem, Discussion session

When Stephen Greenblatt confessed “a desire to speak with the dead”
in Shakespearean Negotiations (1), he expressed a common longing, a
hunger that has also shaped the most notorious theatre built in re-
cent memory: Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre on London’s Bankside.
The texture of the structure promises to satisfy an appetite for such
discourse with the dead, or at least with the creations of the dead –
Hamlet, Ophelia, Shylock, and so on. An early modern structure
frames the return of early modern subjects and the force of their ac-
tions onstage. In its meticulous reconstruction of building practices
and ongoing research into the use of period costumes and staging, the
Globe reflects a desire to see performance releasing original Shake-
spearean meanings; the Globe is a monument to an understanding
of dramatic performance as the embodiment of a textualized past,
expectantly awaiting the chance to speak. At the same time the Globe
also enacts the ineluctable presentness of performance, the ways per-
formance speaks with a difference. Despite the oak and plaster, the
Globe is everywhere traced by the passage of history: it is down the
street from the original foundations; it holds fewer, bigger, and quite
different people; the hair-and-lime plaster uses goat hair (cow hair to-
day is too short); the thatch is chemically treated; the lath and plaster
conceals a modern firewall; sprinkler heads dot the ridgepole; the ex-
terior timbering is whitewashed, a concession to modern “Tudor”
sensibilities; there are actresses, intermissions, numbered seats,
toilets, ushers, ice cream, a restaurant, a cafe, a gift shop. The Globe

28
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epitomizes a host of attitudes toward history, not least the commodi-
fication of “pastness” within the economy of international tourism. It
“works” as a theatre because it epitomizes one sense of contemporary
dramatic performativity.
The common understanding of dramatic performance is thor-

oughly informed by a sense of the “performative”: words on the page
appear to cite a range of appropriate behaviors, behaviors that evoke
an agent, a fictive subject, often a “character.” They also appear to
summon an ensemble of theatrical behaviors, the vocal, physical, and
gestural regimes of acting that enable performers and audiences to
regard the text as susceptible to the force of the stage. The Globe
expresses one dimension of the historically volatile ensemble of val-
ues and behaviors that I am calling “Shakespearean performativity”:
the sense that a Shakespeare play can, or sometimes should, evoke
the pastness of the text and what the text represents – early modern
values, behaviors, subjects – in the present action of performance.
Reconstructing both the material frame and the spatial and prox-
emic relations of Shakespeare’s playhouse, Globe performance claims
a performative and historical privilege, as though the framing struc-
ture will release the behaviors that originally made the plays “work”
from their captivity in the text and their inaccessibility to the trends
of modern theatre. TheGlobe is only one index of a widely held belief
about dramatic performance: that the stage can – through a variety
of means, of which reconstruction is only one – reclaim the original
theatrical force of a playwright’s writing.
“Perfomance means: never for the first time”: Richard Schechner’s

definition of performance as “restored behavior” underlines the un-
derstanding of drama sustained by theGlobe (“Collective Reflexivity”
40). The Globe expresses a familiar attitude toward the proper rela-
tionship between stage and page in dramatic performance in theWest,
the sense that the stage echoes, repeats, or restores meanings that
originate in the text. In part because of Shakespeare’s dual canonicity
as theatre and as literature, Shakespearean performance is especially
liable to this misunderstanding, that a performance “of Hamlet” is a
reproduction of textual meanings in some relatively straightforward
way. The force attributed to the text in a performance is not a stable
or essential aspect of dramatic performativity; the genre of a perfor-
mance determines how (or whether) a sense of “the text” emerges
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onstage, and what kind of force it has as stage behavior. Even in the
relatively restricted stylistic repertoire of contemporary Anglo-North
American theatre, different texts appear to exert different kinds of
force: Shakespeare productions tend to interpret the text in distinc-
tive ways, different from the approaches typically taken to Greek
drama, or to Chekhov, or to Beckett.
The force of texts is constituted differently again in nontheatrical

arenas of dramatic performance, such as film television. Television
scripts are dispensable material for the performance, as, arguably, the
scripts of early modern plays were in their day. Devised by writers,
not “authors,” these scripts have little value outside performance; the
performance cannot be of them in the way we see a performance of
Hamlet (Patrick Stewart cannot really give a faithful or an unfaithful
performance of “Jean-Luc Picard”), in part because television does
not operate as a repertory medium (the cast of Friends will not be
reviving Seinfeld ), and also because the scripts are not often recon-
ceptualized in another sanctioned institution – literature – that would
incorporate them as “works” and lend them an independent identity
outside performance.
Although dramatic performativity in the West may arise at the in-

terface between writing and enactment, the function of the text in
the force of performance is extremely variable, even within a relatively
discrete historical and cultural moment.1 And while the ways of at-
tributing force to the dramatic text in stage performance change, so,
too, do the ways of using performance to illuminate the text’s historic-
ity (if that historicity is figured as part of the play’s theatrical vitality
at all). In many ways this historicizing capacity is the mark ofmodern
Shakespearean performativity, emerging fitfully in the eighteenth cen-
tury and extending through the dominant theatrical innovations of
the nineteenth-century theatre. The two forms of this historicizing –
dramatic pictorialism, reproducing the dramatic setting in stage sets
and costumes (Romans in togas, Macbeth in kilts), and theatrical an-
tiquarianism, reproducing the physical environment of Shakespeare’s
theatre, staging, and costumes (thrust stage, doublet-and-hose) –
express a modern understanding of the proper force of classic drama
onstage. Henry Irving’s Anglo-Saxon King Lear or the Republican
Rome of the Saxe-Meiningen Julius Caesar enabled their audiences
to view an authentic Shakespeare through the lens of costumes and
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sets appropriate to the dramatic setting, much as William Poel’s
Elizabethan reconstructions enabled audiences to view the plays
through the theatrical apparatus appropriate to Shakespeare’s histor-
ical period. When Betterton’s or Garrick’s Hamlet cast wore contem-
porary clothing, they were not anticipating modern-dress or eclectic
staging today; their dress spoke to a sense of Shakespeare’s plays as
properties of the contemporary theatre, susceptible to the usual prac-
tices of playacting. The modern-dress and eclectic design typical of
twentieth-century performance also assert the historicizing force of
contemporary behavior, its ability to redeem Shakespeare’s meanings
from their historical moment, and preserve a historicizing tension be-
tween past styles of language and characterization and the theatrical
elements of the present (design, props, acting style). Modern Shake-
speare merely reciprocates the sense that the Shakespearean text is
freighted with its past, a history that can be confronted onstage.2

The notion that dramatic texts might bear their historical ori-
gins into performance not only sustains projects like the Globe, but
also characterizes Shakespearean performativity in the modern era.
Charles Kean’s Richard II , William Poel’s picture-framed Fortune
stage, the authentic underwear of the Globe’s 1997 Henry V , the ar-
mored Armani Romans of Julie Taymor’s Titus all evoke a modern
confidence in the restorative power of performance, and a modern
anxiety as well: the fear that much as performance operates in the
here and now, it risks losing a validating connection to the past, a
past located in the text that the performance is said to enact, to be
of . However we understand the subjects of Shakespearean dramatic
writing, can performance really make them speak to us?
Shakespeare’s plays have been successfully and forcefully staged in

languages, in social and performance traditions, and with technolo-
gies unimaginable to Shakespeare: we can readily sidestep the sense
that Shakespearean drama, any drama, is so essentially theatrical –
that there is an essential theatricality – as to determine the conditions
of its stage production. The historicizing capacity of performance is
better described in amore dialogic fashion.Michael Bristol’sBig-Time
Shakespeare provides an unusually cogent argument for the impor-
tance of regarding performance as a means of preserving the historical
character of dramatic writing. At the same time that he illustrates
the attraction of this continuity with a Shakespearean past, though,
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Bristol also demonstrates the difficulty of framing that continuity
onstage, of seeing the text’s past in the present of performance.
Big-Time Shakespeare develops a shrewd case for the ongoing work

of Shakespearean writing, a case that depends at once on the contin-
uing renegotiation of Shakespeare’s texts by successive readers, critics,
and performers, and on properties of the texts themselves, their open-
ness as “discursive formations” that are not “limited to expressing the
concerns and interests of a narrowly circumscribed historical period”
(11). To frame this ongoing historical dialogue, Bristol must at once
resist a “universal” or dehistoricized Shakespeare and a hermetically
“localized” Shakespeare as well: Shakespeare can neither transcend
the past nor be entombed within it. Instead Bristol captures the text’s
potential to stage a dialogue across history – to say something determi-
nate, while at the same time remaining open to later interrogation –
in his vivid translation of Mikhail Bakhtin’s bolshoe vremja as “big
time” (10). Taking the uncritical celebration of textual indeterminacy
and the “abolition of the author” (54) to represent a willful evacuation
of the materiality of writing, its character as labor, Bristol frames liter-
ary artifacts as “the deliberate and purposeful work” of human agents
(18), evoking the ethical dimension of writing-in-history. Literature
provides equipment for living by enabling a continuous, dialectical
understanding of the history of the subject, one that enables “the
inheritors of Western modernity to understand their complex situat-
edness as fully as possible” (140) by enabling them – us – to engage
in an ongoing dialogue with the past through the reading and per-
formance of Shakespearean drama.
While discursive openness may be a feature of Shakespeare’s texts,

this historicizing dialogue is crucially enabled by the implication of
Shakespearean writing in the material conditions of its production,
particularly by the persistence of the two institutions that gave that
writing its social presence: the professional theatre and the profession
of publishing.3 Stage production and playwriting were reciprocal
elements in thewholesale invention of a newmode of cultural produc-
tion, which persists to the present day: the commercial entertainment
industry, the big time. Theatrical entrepreneurs of the 1570s and
1580s were able to transform the “familiar performance practices” of
traditional communities (both popular fairground performance and
the similarly occasional performances commanded as an aristocratic
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privilege) into “cultural merchandise” (36). More to the point, the-
atrical enterprise transformed both “the commodities of spectacle,
narrative, and conviviality” and the audience who purchased them,
an audience now cast as “self-reliant consumers,” able “to enjoy
cultural goods at their pleasure . . .without the time-consuming bur-
den of direct participation” (37) implied by more traditional forms
of performance. Selling performance as alienated commodity, the
theatre both depended on and helped to create a new kind of sub-
ject: the “socially undifferentiated consumer of cultural services” (37).
As “founding documents in the history of modern show business,”
Shakespeare’s plays contribute to this “pattern of long-term continu-
ity” (30) in the institutional formationof theatre, a business dependent
both on a monetary economy and on the increasing diversification
and alienation of urban life. Shakespeare’s colleagues invented a busi-
ness whose product (performance) and audience (consumers) are rec-
ognizably those of the theatre industry today.4

In this view contemporary performance can use Shakespearean
drama to open a historicizing dialoguewith the past because stage pro-
duction today participates in the institutional continuity of theatre, an
industry in which Shakespeare’s plays were “founding documents.”
For performance today to take up a dialogue with Shakespearean
drama in this way, however, also requires a continuity between the
performative function of writing in the early modern theatre and in
contemporary Shakespearean performance. Bristol argues that Shake-
speare’s plays were also “founding documents” of another emerging
industry, dramatic publishing. He works to “analyze the complex
relationship between these emerging media [theatre, print] without
assigning a privilege either to a theatrical or to a bookish Shakespeare”
(30). Nonetheless, in order for later theatres to perform the meaning-
ful recovery of a past lodged in the text, the “residual” (43) printing
of plays must be taken to register the integrity and identity of Shake-
spearean writing, writing everywhere compromised by other, disinte-
grating factors. This integrity is provisional at best, particularly since
Shakespeare’s plays “were created not as autonomous works of literary
or even dramatic art as we now understand such notions, but rather
as a set of practical solutions to the exigencies of a heterogeneous
cultural market” (49). The “participation of collaborators, revisers
and other secondary creative agents” so inflects any understanding
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of Shakespearean writing that it is impossible to disentangle
Shakespeare’s “singular creative agency” from such “derivative forms
of participation in artistic production” (52). Nonetheless, by defining
such participation as “secondary” or “derivative,” Bristol regularizes
the relationship between dramatic writing and theatrical performance
along modern lines, and so preserves the idea that Shakespearean
writing – any writing – can have been a “founding document” of this
theatre, a theatre whose principal commodity – performance –was not
yet exchangeable with a competing “literary” valuation of drama.5

To situate the text at the origin of early modern theatre, that is,
we must take early modern dramatic writing to participate in an in-
stitutionalized practice of theatrical performativity recognizably con-
tinuous with the practices of conventional modern theatre. We must
also take the relatively marginal printing of plays to reflect, even to
guarantee, an emerging, pervasive, and modern sense of the liter-
ary integrity of the dramatic text and of its independent value in
the marketplace of literature.6 While many playwrights of the pe-
riod were involved in the printing of their plays, that investment was
widely variable, affectedby local theatrical practices, legal and contrac-
tual obligations, and the personal predilections of individual writers:
Heywood’s investment in printwas very different fromLopedeVega’s,
Shakespeare’s was very different from Jonson’s or Middleton’s.
The identity of the dramatic work – as print literature or the-

atrical performance – remained contested for some time, not least
in the commercial value ascribed to plays. In the early modern era,
plays generated considerably greater monetary value, value as prop-
erty, when they could be sold to a company that knew how to perform
them than they gained when sold to a bookseller, and a great many
plays never made it into print – their only value was in performance.
As David Scott Kastan points out, “[i]nductions and epilogues speak
regularly of the play not as the author’s but as ‘ours,’ property and
product of the players,” a proprietary notion reflected both in the
often garbled attribution of authorship on title pages, and the con-
stant revision to which plays were subjected; we might also recall
that Henslowe frequently paid more for individual costumes than
for new plays (Shakespeare after Theory 34). Lavish folio volumes like
those of Jonson’s and Shakespeare’s plays, or later folios of Beaumont
and Fletcher, testify to a growing reading public for plays, as does


