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Since the 1980 s and 1990 s, when Bert O. States first and Stanton B. Garner later
pointed out the usefulness of phenomenology for theatre and performance stu-
dies and Judith Butler expanded its application to the performance of gender, a
new body of research extended the potential of phenomenology as an analytical
tool to the wider domain of culture and technology, politics, and society. How-
ever, so far there has never been an attempt for a general survey of this exciting
new work produced at the junction of phenomenology and performance (in its
broader sense) – one that would lead to a systematic critique of all this multi-
valent, interdisciplinary knowledge. This gap is effectively covered by the timely
publication of Performance and Phenomenology: Traditions and Transformations,
edited by three specialists in the field, MaaikeBleeker, Jon Foley Sherman, and
Eirini Nedelkopoulou.

The book consists of thirteen essays of various length, texture, and style,
whose content and approach extend from highly theoretical issues to more
descriptive case studies; from artistic performance to social behavior and the
function of technology; from the premise of phenomenology as an interpretative
tool for performance to its inverted position as performance. Through its multi-
vocality, the volume moves from the more traditional connection between phe-
nomenology and performance to a dynamic dialogue, in which also the role of the
new technologies brings novel insights to our perception of the world and an
advanced vocabulary to talk about contemporary phenomenological experiences.

The first essay, “The Stage Struck out of the World” by Pannill Camp, is a very
apt opening to the volume’s broad thematic field because it offers a reassessment
of Husserl’s contribution to the relationship between theatre and phenomenology.
The chapter rightly maintains that Husserl’s notion of the “epoché” is still an
important term in certain aspects of performance theory. The truth of this state-
ment is proved by the recurrence of the term in several other chapters of the
volume. This reminder of the role of early phenomenological philosophy in the
development of theatrical theory could well extend to Heidegger and especially
Merleau-Ponty, who is the most frequent point of reference in many essays of the
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volume. Although Merleau-Ponty never developed a system of theatre phenomen-
ology, both the fact that theatre was a constant metaphor for his theory of percep-
tion and the fact that after a lapse of almost twenty years he revised his early theory
with new vital insights call for a fresh systematic approach to his actual contribu-
tion to contemporary performance theory. As is often the case with theorists and
philosophers whosework spans overmany decades,many new scholars base their
research on a limited portion of Merleau-Ponty’s theory, preferring to rely on more
recent secondary sources, which do not fully acknowledge their indebtedness to
earlier theorists. The present collection of essays is not totally exempt from this
methodological fallacy. Without discrediting current phenomenological studies
for creating a new synthesis of our perceptive capacities and a new epistemological
language to theorize about it, I believe that this important collective work would
reach a fuller achievement of its goals if it included a chapter devoted to an in-
depth exploration of how the later views of Merleau-Ponty helped complete and
refine in many respects a round phenomenological survey of the theatrical event.
This would smooth out the uneven use of his influential theory in the anthology’s
contributions by setting right issues of his originality and, therefore, also clearing
the ground for the originality of his followers and theirmovement to diverse hybrid
areas of theory and experimentation.

One of the great strengths of the collection is that it has brought together
theorists and practitioners in various related fields, who bring in their expertise in
different disciplines that cross with each other in multiple ways. The result is a
multi-perspectival approach to both phenomenology and performance, a real
chorus of voices complementing each other and pointing to new complex formu-
lations for the future. This promising dynamism is also enhanced by the fact that
themes, methodologies, and vocabularies keep reappearing in many essays – but
do so in new configurations, so that one has a feeling of an ever changing and
developing continuum.

Some essays could be shorter to their own benefit (e.g. Nedelkopoulou’s “The
In-Common of Phenomenology”); some others could have avoided pure theoreti-
cal abstraction through the use of photos (e.g. Bleeker’s “Movement as Lived
Abstraction”); yet others could bend their basically sociological treatment a bit
closer to phenomenological language (e.g. Tate’s “Race Performativity” and
Salamon’s “Passing Period: Gender, Aggression, and the Phenomenology of
Walking”). However, one must stress that, despite their obvious ideological
priorities (about community and race or gender performative functions respec-
tively), Eirini Nedelkopoulou, Shirley Tate, and Gayle Salamon explore and
discuss a variety of sociological paths through which phenomenological thinking
has infiltrated cultural studies and improved our understanding of cultural norms
and behaviour.
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Another important asset in the collection is the inclusion of a group of essays
with a strong orientation to new technology performance experiments, which
lead phenomenological and performance theory to a new understanding and
expression of our world experience. Both “Doing Phenomenology” by Sigrid Merx
and “Performance as Media Affect” by Mark B. N. Hansen move to an exciting
‘post-phenomenological’ terrain, which on the one hand reconsiders the altered
function of the human in a technologised universe. On the other they reverse the
role of phenomenology from a fixed methodological instrument to an agent of
performance. Maaike Bleeker’s essay in a sense also belongs to this group
because it uses the early media technology (the early cinema in particular) to
found her argument. Also, her ample and updated references to the evolving field
of phenomenology pave the way for the torrent of linguistic neologisms and
theoretical configurations through which the above two essays project the mar-
riage of performance and phenomenology to a twenty-first century happy and
prolific co-existence.

Another vital aspect of the volume’s goals related to live stage practice is
covered by the authentic voice of theatre practitioners, who blend their acting
body’s experience with their solid scholarly background. Phillip Zarrilli’s and
Susan Kozel’s essays are both contributions in this direction. The former, “The
Actor’s Work on Attention, Awareness and Active Imagination,” focuses directly
on the acting tradition through an updated phenomenological glance, while the
latter, “Process Phenomenologies,” makes an insightful passage from the tradi-
tional concept of a static phenomenology to a form of “process philosophy” (55),
which is very close to the procedural and rehearsing patterns of performance. Jon
Foley Sherman’s article “Doing Time with the Neo-Futurists” could also be
grouped with these two essays because it bears the unmistakable sensibility of
the artist towards the bodily perception of time in spectatorship. This essay’s
recourse to Merleau-Ponty’s theorization of human time provides a useful appli-
cation of phenomenology to the understanding of theatrical time. Its interesting
argument could perhaps be even more complete and convincing through the
consideration of the philosopher’s thoughts on eternal time, which escapes
linearity.

Other fundamental concepts of phenomenology such as space and subjectiv-
ity are also addressed in the volume in fresh and intriguing ways. Peta Tait and
Joslin McKinney are both preoccupied with stage space, but their considerations
go beyond the human factor. McKinney puts forward an interesting argument
about “The Agency of Things in the Context of Scenography,” as its eloquent title
clearly suggests. Her chapter moves from the critique of Merleau-Ponty’s and
Ingold’s earlier views about the limited agency of things to proposing their equal-
to-humans’ potential as actants on stage. Tait’s provocative essay “Fleshing Dead
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Animals: Sensory Body Phenomenology” treats the spectatorial discomfort deriv-
ing from exposure to dead animals or animal parts on stage and points to a new
interdisciplinary form: a “moral phenomenology” (118), at the junction of phe-
nomenology and ethical philosophy.

Finally, Philipa Rothfield’s “Playing the Subject Card: Strategies of the Sub-
jective” reopens the highly contestable issue of subjectivity in phenomenological
studies, which reappears in different forms and perspectives in many other
chapters of the volume. Rothfield tackles the idea of “beyond subjectivity” (98),
finding Nietzschean philosophy, backed up by Deleuze’s more recent ideas, as
more appropriate for her developing argument than Merleau-Ponty. It must be
noted, however, that she only considers Merleau-Ponty’s early views on subjectiv-
ity (the ones in Phenomenology of Perception). Although her shift from Merleau-
Ponty to Nietzsche and eventually to Spinoza may raise some methodological
questions, her article propels a new dynamic hybridization of phenomenological
thought by pointing to at least two directions of contemporary research: that of
intentionality and immersion and that of ethics and phenomenology, which both
set out to reconsider human subjectivity from twenty-first century’s radically
transformed perspectives.

As becomes obvious from my zigzag discussion, there are many ways in
which the thirteen chapters constituting the volume can be related to one another.
It is to the editors’ credit that these thirteen essays are not soliloquies delivered on
an empty stage. On the contrary, they move in a busy, peopled forum, crossing
with the voices of all other contributors either as scholars or artists, or both, and
creating vital, mobile, even reversible reformulations of the relationship between
performance and phenomenology. Although a thematic division in sections could
certainly assist the reader into the maze of all this abundance of new knowledge,
the value of this collection in the domain of both performance and phenomenolo-
gical studies cannot be praised enough. It may even be that my small grudge
about a relative lack of some more obvious organization of the material can be
diverted by the counterargument that its present open structure offers the possibi-
lity for an endless re-assemblage of the material to the readers themselves, thus
reasserting their human agency.
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