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A highlands Papua New Guinea man takes a break from dancing
(see chapter 4, “From ritual to theater and back: the efficacy—
entertainment braid”).
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PREFACE TO THE ROUTLEDGE CLASSICS EDITION

With two exceptions, I wrote the essays in this book between 1966 and
1976. It was a very busy decade. My interests had dramatically shifted
from theater to performance and from aesthetics to the social sciences.
Today I write “performance,” but at the time I wasn't sure what per-
formance was. I knew it was more than what was appearing on the
stages of New York, London, or Paris. From the advent of Happenings
in the early 1960s to the vibrant enactment on American streets of
what Victor Turner termed “social drama” — the freedom movement
led by thousands of ordinary people but iconicized in the eloquent
words and enacted testimony of Martin Luther King, Jr. — I discovered
that performance can take place anywhere, under a wide variety of
circumstances, and in the service of an incredibly diverse panoply
of objectives.

My experiences as a civil-rights and anti-Vietnam War activist, and a
sometime participant-creator of Happenings, pointed me toward a
whole new range of research. I “found” social and cultural anthropol-
ogy extremely useful because in ethnographies and theoretical treatises
anthropologists treated the actual lived behavior of people performat-
ively. Taking a cue from Erving Goffman’s 1959 breakthrough book,
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, I sensed that performances in the broad
sense of that word were coexistent with the human condition. Goffman
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did not propose that “all the world’s a stage,” a notion which implies a
kind of falseness or put on. What Goffman meant was that people were
always involved in role-playing, in constructing and staging their mul-
tiple identities. By means of roles people enacted their personal and
social realities on a day-to-day basis. To do this, they deployed socio-
theatrical conventions (or “routines”) even as they devised personae
(sometimes consciously, mostly without fully being cognizant of what
was happening) adapted to particular circumstances. What Turner
added was that these performances often took the form of rituals and
social dramas.

Anthropology led me to a deepening interest in non-western cul-
tures. At first, I read about these. But beginning with a six months’
journey in 197 1-2 to almost every nation in Asia except Laos, Cambo-
dia, Vietnam, and China, I began to travel in earnest — and gather the
notes and experiences that comprise the basis for the essays in this
book and in the book that followed, Between Theater and Anthropology
(1985). Also at that time, I read Charles Darwin’s The Expression of the
Emotions in Man and Animals. This, combined with my interest in rituals, led
me to the work of ethologists such as Julian Huxley and Konrad
Lorenz, then later to Irenaus Eibl-Eibesfeldt. At the same time, people
were learning about “body language” and a whole range of expressive
behavior outside of spoken or written words. In Asia, I saw dancing
and music that was both expressive and dramatic. This helped me
connect ethology to sports, play to ritual, and art to role-playing.

I became more and more interested in what links cultures and spe-
cies. I looked into pre-written history, drawn to the Paleolithic “cave
art” of southwestern France and northern Spain. I studied similar phe-
nomena from Africa, the Americas, and Asia. I soon saw that this was
not illustrative art; that the caves were not galleries for the exhibition of
visual arts but theaters, sites of ritual enactments. I assumed that these
rituals were not only efficacious, but that they also gave pleasure to the
performers (and, if there were any, the spectators). Of course, I could
not listen to the music or witness the dances or storytelling enactments
that may have taken place in the Paleolithic sites. These were silenced
centuries ago. But I believed that these sites could only be understood
performatively. I wondered whether the shamans of Siberia, Korea, or
Native America were not up until very recently practicing similar kinds
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of performances. Furthermore, I suspected that some of the utopian-
ism of youth culture I felt around me in the America of the 1960s
and 1970s was also connected to these earliest of human perform-
ances. In other words, I began thinking holistically. I shared these
interests and the holistic approach with Jerzy Grotowski, whose
artistic work had taken Europe and North America by storm in
the 1960s. My own artistic work was influenced by Grotowski. There
was a healthy flow back and forth between my artistic work and
my scholarship.

At the same time, throughout the period of this book, I continued an
extremely active artistic life and academic life. I founded groups, I
directed plays, I wrote scripts. I taught, first at Tulane University
(1962-7) and then at New York University (1967—present). I co-
founded The New Orleans Group (1964—7), was a producing director
of The Free Southern Theater (1964—7), and the founding director of
The Performance Group (1967-80). Also, from 1962 to 1969 I edited
the Tulane Drama Review (later, TDR, The Drama Review). As editor, I came in
contact with, and vetted, writings and ideas from all over the world.
And I was instrumental in bringing into existence first the concept of
“performance studies” and later, at the end of the 1970s, the world’s
first university Department of Performance Studies, at New York Uni-
versity, officially so-designated in 1980. In other words, my education
never stopped.

The journey of this book is an account and a trace of one intense
phase of that education — a journey that did not abandon the perform-
ing arts but placed them in active relation to social life, ritual, play,
games, sports, and other popular entertainments.

At the outset of this Preface I mentioned that two essays included
here were not written in the 1966—76 time span. “Magnitudes of
Performance” and “Rasaesthetics” are later works chronologically but
linked conceptually to the other essays in this book. “Magnitudes”
began as my contribution to the 1982 World Conference on Ritual and
Theater that I co-convened with Victor Turner. “Rasaethetics,” con-
ceived and reworked throughout the 1990s, appeared in print in TDR in
2002. These two essays are of a piece — part of my attempt to deal
with the complex relation between performance and the emotions.
The essays, though of a later date than most in this book, belong

Xi



Xii

PREFACE TO THE ROUTLEDGE CLASSICS EDITION

in this volume because in them I wrestle with notions of expressive
universality versus cultural particularity.

I confess that I believe both in universals and singularities. How can
that be? In a nutshell, biology provides humans with templates, build-
ing blocks, integers (you pick your term, your metaphor), while cul-
ture and individuality determine how these are used, subverted,
applied, and “made into” who each person and each social unit is. For
me, there are “realities” at all levels of the human endeavor: biological—
evolutionary, cultural-social, individual. These overlap and interplay.
To assert a connection between the ethological, the anthropological,
and the aesthetic is not to deny local and individual variation
and uniqueness.

If I may be permitted a not-irrelevant analogy ... The world
abounds in thousands of spoken languages. There are profound differ-
ences between, say, Swahili, Mandarin, Spanish, Bengali, and Quechua.
One may go so far as to assert that specific cultural values are uniquely
embedded in every language, that many “feels” cannot be translated
effectively. Even in languages that are closely linked, such as English
and French, the texture of a phrase can’t be exactly translated: “Je
t'aime” is different to “I love you.” At the same time, it’s true that the
human species, qua species, “has” language. This ability to make and
use language is not specific to any particular culture; it is the property
and the ability of the species as a whole. In other words, there is no
human society without language, nor is any particular language the
same as any other. What is true of language, I believe, is true across the
incredibly wide range of human cultural activities. In other words,
individual variation, local usages, societal norms, and so on, do not
cancel out the underlying species-wide need to gather into groups,
develop social bonds, interact with and remake the environment
(farming, housing, path-making, and so on).

How and why these interactions take place is the thread binding
together the essays in this book.

RICHARD SCHECHNER
2003
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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.'

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
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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 lilass — 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.

RICHARD SCHECHNER
NEW YORK, 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 | was artistic director of The Performance Group (TPG), a
leading experimental theater. With TPG | directed many plays and workshops,
including Dionysus in 69, Makbeth, Commune, Mother Courage and Her Chil-
dren, The Marilpn Project, The Tooth of Crime, Cops, Oedipus (Seneca), and The
Balcony. Since leaving TPG | 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 |
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 | was
artistic director of the East End players of Provincetown, Massachusetss. From
the age of 27 | 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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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,
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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.' The instrumental books Fergusson
alludes to are Jane Ellen Harrison's Themis® (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.’ 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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TRAGEDY COMEDY
Dithyramb Phallic dances
| |
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v

PRIMAL RITUAL
(Sacer Ladus)

Figure 1.1

(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. Itis 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”* — 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;’ the
connections between what rituals can be shown to have existed and the
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dithyramb are doubtful; and the connections between the dithyramb
and Greek theater are unprovable.’

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.” 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,
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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,® 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.” 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.'® 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 BCE 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.'' 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.”'* 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.
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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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performers’ carrying heavy burdens while climbing up a huge cargo
net. They moved as rapidly as they could and carried as much as they
were able. When the time was up, the piece was over.'®

Tonesco’s Victims of Duty — like so many other dramas from Sophocles’
Oedipus onward — presents an action controlled by event time within a
world defined by symbolic time. Choubert must look for Mallot, that’s
his “duty.” The steps of that search, though unknown to Choubert, are
known to the Detective who forces Choubert to re-experience his past.
What is important is that Choubert do what he is asked, not how long
it takes. The “chew—swallow” sequence that ends the play locks Chou-
bert, Madeleine, Nicolas, and the Lady into a routine from which
there is no escape — the activity is endless because it is looped. An
even clearer use of event time within the frame of symbolic time is
the first scene of Jean Genet’s The Mdids. Claire is dressed as and playing
Madame while Solange plays Claire. Because these are actors, the audi-
ence is fooled — performer X could play Madame as easily as play
Claire. Step by step Claire/Madame and Solange/Claire move through
the routine leading to the attempted murder of Claire/Madame. This
scene is actually a dress rehearsal for the crime that ends the play. Both
women are careful that the other does everything “necessary,” no
matter how long it takes. Still, they are in a rush — they must finish
before Madame arrives. An alarm clock, brought from the kitchen
(the maids’ domain) into Madame’s bedroom, ticks off the available
minutes. The scene ends when the alarm rings — too soon for the
murder to be consummated. Claire complains, “It’s over already. And
you didn’t get to the end.” Solange replies, “The same thing happens
every time. And it’s all your fault, you're never ready. I can’t finish
you off.” This ritual-farce opening scene, with its deus ex alarm clock,
is built on the tensions aroused by the conflicting temporal rhythms
of symbolic (the drama), event (the murder), and set (the alarm
clock) time.

Symbolic time, seemingly absent from happenings and the like, is
actually most difficult to banish. Once action is framed “as theater”
spectators read meanings into whatever they witness. Orthodox acting
and scenic arrangements stress mimesis with its symbolic time; hap-
penings stress the breaks between persons and tasks, thus the thing
done may be mimetic without being a “characterization.”
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Objects

In everyday life objects are valued for their practical use (tools), scar-
city and beauty (jewels, precious metals, art), bartering power (paper,
wooden, and metal money), or age. In the performance activities all
objects — except certain ritual implements and relics'* — have a market
value much less than the value assigned to the objects within the con-
text of the activity. Balls, pucks, hoops, batons, bats — even theatrical
props — are mostly common objects of not much material value and
cheaply replaced if lost or worn out."” Often theatrical props and cos-
tumes are designed to look more costly than they actually are. But
during the performance these objects are of extreme importance, often
the focus of the whole activity. Sometimes, as in theater and children’s
play, they are decisive in creating the symbolic reality. The “other-
worldiness” of play, sports, games, theater, and ritual is enhanced by
the extreme disparity between the value of the objects outside the
activity when compared to their value as foci of the activity. From the
standpoint of productive work it is silly to put so much energy into
the “control of the ball” or the “defense of 10 yards of territory.” It is
equally silly to think that a costume can make a king out of an actor, or
even help Lee J. Cobb become Willy Loman. And of what material value
is a saint’s bones — or the Veil of Turin?

Non-productivity

The separation of performance activities from productive work is a
most interesting, and unifying, factor of play, games, sports, theater,
and ritual. What J. Huizinga and Roger Caillois say about play applies to
all performative genres.

Summing up the formal characteristics of play, we might call it a free
activity standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being
“not serious,” but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and
utterly.

(Huizinga 1955: 13)

A characteristic of play, in fact, is that it creates no wealth or goods.
(Caillois 1961: 21)

11
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But how can this be? On every side we see professional sports and
theater (not to mention the churches and synagogues) enmeshed in
big-time economics. Individual athletes earn millions, and leagues sign
TV contracts worth billions. Money is exchanged for admissions, salar-
ies, media contracts, concessions, endorsements, and so forth. Billions
more exchange hands through betting. Large-scale enterprises are
entirely dependent on these activities. And, as more leisure time
becomes available, we may expect a steady increase in these expend-
itures. Are we then to believe, as Huizinga does, that modern play is
“decadent” because it participates so completely in the economic
arrangements of society?

The issue is complex. It can be unraveled only by appreciating the
structural elements of the performative activities. In productive work
the economic arrangements determine the form of the operation. Thus
a man with little money may run a small automotive shop employing a
few workers. A large corporation with millions to spend may operate
an assembly line. In large parts of our life home industry has stopped
because it is more cost-efficient to mass-produce. Even when home
industry makes a modest comeback it is either because computers
secure linkups forming a network, or because individual consumers
can afford to buy handmade goods. In those sectors where there are
both small and large manufacturers — furniture, for example — the
method of work, the means of assembly, and even the final product
differ according to the scale of the operation. It is not simply a case of
“increased efficiency” or the production of more objects. The entire
operation changes its shape, what it is, according to various modes
of production.

Rules

But the difference between sandlot and major league baseball is one of
quality, not form. The same rules apply to both games. The San Fran-
cisco Giants may have better players than the Sixth Street Eagles, but the
Giants can’t have more players on the field and still call their game
baseball. When the rules are changed — and sometimes they are
changed in response to economic pressures, TV has had an effect on
sports — they are usually changed all the way down the line. And when
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adjustments are made at the sandlot level — because not enough players
show up, or whatever — these adjustments are recognized as necessary
compromises with what the game should be. What I've been saying
about sports could be said, with some variations, about rituals, games,
and theater too. No matter how much is spent, paid, bet, or in other
ways implicated in these performative activities, their respective forms
remain constant. When money does “corrupt” a form — a game is
fixed, a star hired not for her ability to play a given role but simply
because of her “name” — people are able to recognize the misalign-
ment. Some activities, like professional wrestling, fall between sports
and theater: the matches are known to be fixed but a certain willing
suspension of disbelief is practiced.

Economic arrangements thus affect the players, their bosses, spec-
tators, audiences, fans, and bettors — everyone involved in the activity —
while the activity itself remains largely unaffected. The money, services,
and products (clothing, sports equipment, etc.) generated by these
activities are not part of them. In games, sports, theater, and ritual —
play, again, is a separate case — the rules are designed not only to tell the
players how to play but to defend the activity against encroachment from the
outside. What rules are to games and sports, traditions are to ritual and
conventions are to theater, dance, and music. If one is to find a “better
way” to perform, this better way must conform to the rules. The avant-
garde is apparently a rule-breaking activity. But actually, experimenta-
tion in the arts has its own set of rules. Think about it: the ordinary
technological environments most of today’s Americans live in and with
— cars and planes, appliances, TV and stereo, etc. — have changed much
more radically over the past seventy years than have the concerns or
techniques of the avant-garde. Performance activities all along the
continuum — from play through to ritual — are traditional in the most
basic sense.

Special rules exist, are formulated, and persist because these activ-
ities are something apart from everyday life.'® A special world is created
where people can make the rules, rearrange time, assign value to
things, and work for pleasure. This “special world” is not gratuitous
but a vital part of human life. No society, no individual, can do without
it. It is special only when compared to the “ordinary” activities
of productive work. In psychoanalytic terms, the world of these

13
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performance activities is the pleasure principle institutionalized.'
Freud believed that art was the sublimation of the conflict between the
pleasure and reality principles; and he felt that artistic creation was an
extension of fantasy life — he identified art with play. Indeed, the art of
the individual may be as Freud described it. But these performance
activities are something different. Only theater (music, dance) is art in
the strict sense. Individuals engaged in ritual, games, or sports must
conform to the rules which separate these activities from “real life.”
Although I do not wish to elaborate here, I think these activities are the
social counterparts to individual fantasy. Thus their social function is to
stand apart from ordinary life, both idealizing it (in these activities
people play by the rules) and criticizing it (why can’t dl life be
a game?).

Performance spaces

Perhaps this will be clearer if we consider for a moment where sports,
theater, and ritual are performed. Great arenas, stadiums, churches, and
theaters are structures often economically non-self-supporting. Situ-
ated in population centers where real estate comes high, these large
spaces lie fallow during great hunks of time. Unlike office, industrial,
or home spaces, they are used on an occasional rather than steady basis.
During large parts of the day, and often for days on end, they are
relatively unused. Then, when the games start, when services are
scheduled, when the show opens, the spaces are used intensely, attract-
ing large crowds who come for the scheduled events. The spaces are
uniquely organized so that a large group can watch a small group —and
become aware of itself at the same time.'® These arrangements foster
celebratory and ceremonial feelings. In Goffman’s words, there is “an
expressive rejuvenation and reaffirmation of the moral values of the
community” in those spaces where “reality is being performed”
(Goffman 1959: 35-6)."” Certainly, more than elsewhere, these places
promote social solidarity: one “has” a religion, “roots for” a team, and
“goes to” the theater for essentially the same reasons.”® What con-
sequences flow from TV’s ability to conflate all these spaces into one
box multiplied millions of times, we are just beginning to discover.

It will facilitate matters if I summarize the formal relations among
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play, games, sports, theater, and ritual in a “performance chart” (figure
1.2).Zl Referring to it, we see that theater has more in common with
games and sports than with play or ritual. However, certain key charac-
teristics of happenings relate more to play than anything else; this is
one strong indication of the real break between orthodox and “new”
theater. Furthermore, play is obviously the ontogenic source of the
other activities: what children do, adults organize.”” The definitive
break between games, sports, and theater on the one hand, and play
and ritual on the other, is indicated by the different quality and use of
the rules that govern the activities. These distinctions in the rules are
the keys to more general distinctions. The five activities can be rather
neatly subdivided into three groups (figure 1.3). Play is “free activity”
where one makes one’s own rules. In Freudian terms play expresses the
pleasure principle, the private fantasy world. Ritual is strictly pro-
grammed, expressing the individual’s submission to forces “larger” or
at least “other” than oneself. Ritual epitomizes the reality principle, the
agreement to obey rules that are given.”> Games, sports, and theater
(dance, music) mediate between these extremes. It is in these activities
that people express their social behavior. These three groupings consti-
tute a continuum, a sliding scale with many overlaps and interplays.
However, differences in degree become differences in kind. Ritual and
play are alike in many ways — periods of playful license are often
followed by or interdigitated with periods of ritual control, as in
Mardi Gras—Lent or in the activities of ritual clowns. The performance
chart, to be read accurately, might be folded into a cylinder so that
play and ritual are close together, the “opposites” of games, sports,
and theater.

In figure 1.3 games, sports, and theater are “middle terms,” bal-
ancing and in some sense mediating and combining, play (+) and
ritual (=). In the middle terms rules exist as frames. Some rules say
what must be done and others what must not be done. Between the
frames there is freedom. In fact, the better the player, the more able
s/he will be to exploit this freedom. This is clear for sports and games,
but what about theater? For the actress playing Hedda Gabler, to give an
example, the situation is complex (figure 1.4). The first frame concerns
the physical stage or space, the second the conventions of her epoch;
the third the drama itself; and the fourth are the instructions given to
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Figure 1.3
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Play Games Ritual
Sports
Theater
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Eros, id, private world,
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Rules establish frames:
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Balance between pleasure
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accommodation

Rules given by
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Reality principle,
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1 | Space

2 | Conventions

Figure 1.4

3 | Drama

4 | Director

e ]

the actress by her director. She need not worry about any except this

last, for each inner frame contains within it the rules established by

frames further out.

There is an “axiom of frames” which generally applies in the

theater: the looser an outer frame, the tighter the inner, and conversely,

17
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the looser the inner, the more important the outer. Thus the improvisa-
tional actor is freed from both director and drama, but s/he will
therefore have to make fuller use of conventions (stock situations and
characters, audience’s expectations, etc.) and the physical space. The
actor will also find himself directly confronting his own limitations:
there will be little mediating between him and his audience. Even the
wildest avant-garde work will be framed by space, sometimes literally
interstellar space.” I know of no production where conventions are
completely disregarded. However, the frames are not static, even within
a single production. Kaprow's Calling (1965) took place in several loca-
tions, some of them outdoors. Because there were so few spatial or
conventional limitations, Kaprow gave his performers very speciﬁc
tasks: the inner frame was tight, the outer ones very loose.

This kind of analysis doesn’t say much about the particular role of
the actor, director, playwright, or architect-designer. But it does outline
their relationships to each other and suggest that each function is
meaningful only in terms of the whole set. One cannot discuss a single
frame without referring to the others, because it is only within a
pattern of relationships that a specific phenomenon takes place.

The indication that theater has more in common with sports and
games than with ritual or play should be the cue to explore work in
mathematical and transactional game analysis as methodologies for the
study of theater. These studies could range from a close look at the
ancient Olympic Games (rather than the Primal Ritual) and bear-
baiting and cock-fighting as models for Greek and Elizabethan theater
to the application of contemporary game theory. Philip McCoy, who
undertook such an application, observes:

If one looks at a play as the crystallized interweave of conflicting inter-
ests, some of the structural tangles may be resolved into graphic
patterns by the use of game theory principles. Martin Shubik in the
introductory essay to his collection, Game Theory and Related
Approaches to Social Behavior (1964) defines game theory in general
terms: “Game Theory is a method for the study of decision making in
situations of conflict. . . . The essence of a ‘game’ in this context is that
it involves decision makers with different goals or objectives whose
fates are intertwined.” A tentative analysis of the first scene of



APPROACHES

King Lear according to the techniques of game theory reveals four
separate “games” woven into a complex total texture which might be
called the Lear-game. The shifting combination of players, the rhyth-
mic occurrences of moves, and the directions of players’ choices give
in the graphic form of a “game tree” a structural picture of the scene
more elemental than a mere design of the physical action or of the
psychological motivation could ever be. This kind of analysis would be
of practical use in determining broad patterns of movement and spe-
cific stage groupings; its advantage over a purely intuitive interpreta-
tion of a scene based upon character psychology is that it assumes
an integral dramatic structure which supports characterization while
transcending individual action.

(McCoy 1965)

It would seem that mathematical game theory and transactional
analysis have rich futures in the theater. This is so because dramas are
completed actions involving interpersonal relationships usually pivot-
ing on a conflict situation. Thus there is a nice fit between what drama
encodes to what these theories are attempting to analyze. Further work
needs to be done in the entire area relating theater to plays, games,
sports, and ritual. What I have tried to do here is to outline some of the
relationships and suggest possibilities for future work. [. . .]

These new approaches may be productive because they urge explora-
tions of horizontal relationships among related forms rather than a
searching vertically for unprovable origins. They also situate theater
where it belongs: among performance genres, not literature. The text,
where it exists, is understood as a key to action, not its replacement.
Where there is no text, action is treated directly. The possibility exists
that a unified set of approaches will be developed that can handle all
performance phenomena, classical and modern, textual and non-
textual, dramatic, theatrical, playful, ritual. Could it be that the histor-
ical rifts separating theorists, critics, and practitioners may be ending?

NOTES

1 William Arrowsmith on several occasions attacked the Cambridge thesis.
For example, “It seems to me that nothing but chaos can come from the

19
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fashionable notion that because Greek tragedy begins in ritual, its structure is
therefore ritual dramatized, its hero a ritual scapegoat, and its action a shadow-
play of the death of the Eniautos-daimon” (1959: 37). My tack, as | hope will
become clear, though in no way opposed to Arrowsmith’s, is in a different
direction. And whatever my quarrels are with the Cambridge thesis, a number
of productions of Greek tragedies have exploited it, including my own Dionysus
in 69.

It was in Themis that Murray placed his “Excursus on the Ritual Forms Pre-
served in Greek Tragedy” (1912b), the kernel of much thinking connecting
theater and ritual.

The earliest mention of the dithyramb is found in a fragment of Archilochus of
Paros (fr. 77 D) dating from the first half of the seventh century Bce. Most of
our evidence comes from the fifth century: the epoch of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
Euripides, and Aristophanes. As A. W. Pickard-Cambridge notes (and my facts
are taken from his Dithyramb, Tragedy, and Comedy, 1962): “The attempts to
throw light upon the original character of the dithyramb by references to the
derivation of the name have so far led to no certain results” (p. 7). This obser-
vation regarding philology is crucial because Pickard-Cambridge also states:
“The dithyramb may be very old if the philological indications are to be trusted”
(p. 31, italics mine). The point is that we don’t know the original form — or even
date — of these dances. Certainly we know nothing of a Primal Ritual that came
before them. What is exercised is a version of the myth of origins: older is truer.
Murray associates Pentheus with Zagreus, Orpheus, and Osiris “who are torn
in pieces and put together again.” Pentheus’ body is reassembled, but not as a
prelude to a celebration. And we may ask why the “whole sequence” is con-
tained in only the later part of the play — what are we to make of the first part?
Murray's observations may be ingenious literary criticism, but they are neither
convincing anthropology nor helpful dramaturgy.

T. B. L. Webster, editor of the second edition of Pickard-Cambridge, notes that
he attacked Murray's Primal Ritual theory and in 1943 Murray responded: I
was wrong, as Mr. Pickard-Cambridge pointed out, in attributing too exclusive
and original an importance to this type of play [the Primal Ritual], but its
existence is clear.” Webster adds:

With our extended knowledge of the history of the Dionysus cult the theory
can be re-stated in a form which is both tenable and valuable. But briefly, it
is this: ritual of the eniautos daimon type in the Mycenaean age very early
(and certainly before Homer) gave rise to myths which were dramatized
very early and so established a rhythm which was so satisfying that stories
from other mythological cycles were approximated to it.

(in Pickard-Cambridge 1962: 128)

Murray, however, did not abandon his thesis; certainly those theater scholars
who draw on it have not been as shy as Webster suggests they ought to be. And
even Webster admits his thesis is unproven.
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6 Webster, who supports the dithyramb theory, says:

Our evidence for the early history of tragedy is so slight that any account is
unsatisfactory. If The Persians must now be accepted as the earliest surviv-
ing play of Aeschylus, more than sixty years separate it from the beginning
of the competition. The Persians already has all the solemnity and grandeur
of Aeschylean tragedy.
It is difficult to see a thread leading back from here to a performance of
fat men and satyrs.
(in Pickard-Cambridge 1962: 130-1)

Webster asserts that the

worship of Dionysus goes back to Mycenaean times and before that to
Minoan times. The ecstatic dances of the maenads and the dances of the
satyrs and fat men can be traced back to these sources. Much of the
mythology ... was already formed before Homer. The Dionysus cult of
the seventh and sixth centuries are revivals, not new creations.

(p-129)

7 Artaud has muddied the waters by introducing in such a powerful way his
notion of ritual. But by “ritual” | understand him to mean nothing other than
the transcendence of the actor’s personality by outside forces — codified sys-
tems of performance such as those used by the Balinese, or trance possession.
Artaud does not say that theater comes fr