
 

THEA381    Theories of Performance            TTh 1:10-3:00pm                                     Spring 2020 

Ed Kahn       eekahn@owu.edu   x3844              Office Hours: Mon 11-11:45am, Thurs 3:10-4pm and by appointment 

 

 

Learning Objectives: This class will explore both intellectually and practically a variety of performance theories and 

styles with an emphasis on: 

1) Looking broadly at the essence of performance and what can be prioritized for audiences 

2) Intellectually and practically exploring different methods of affecting audiences  

3) Becoming conversant in major performance theorists 

4) Exploring a personal aesthetic based on an understanding of those major performance theorists 

 

Text: Peter Brook, The Empty Space    and lots of ERes documents and handouts    

 

Evaluation: Quizzies (usually four multiple choice questions) will be given at the start of almost every class on that day’s 

reading.  Missed Quizzies cannot be taken at a later date or time (a grade of zero will be assigned) so arrive on time for class. 

If you know that you will miss a class, arrange to take a Quizzie in advance.  If you miss a Quizzie for a really good reason, 

an alternate assignment (of the instructor’s choice) may be completed to substitute for the Quizzie. (Ask for a writing 

prompt.) You may drop the Quizzie score in which you missed the most points. 

 

Participation involves your help at getting to the crux of the readings – important questions, themes, connections, etc.  Check 

marks will be assigned each day.  No checkmarks for the entire semester will earn a 75% in participation.  The average 

amount of check marks will earn a 90%.  Others will be scaled linearly, with a maximum of 100%.  Students are encouraged 

to make their observations orally in class; however, if this is problematic please see your instructor. 

 

Attendance is expected.   You may miss two classes (one week of classes) for any reason, although missed 

readings/viewings must still be completed.   If you miss more classes, your final total will be lowered by one percentage 

point for the next (third) absence, two additional points (or –3% total) for four absences, three additional points (or –6% 

total) for five absences, etc. If there are extenuating circumstances, please see your dean, advisor, & instructor.  Two late 

arrivals will be counted as one absence; do not make a habit of being late.  If you miss in class videos, you will need to view 

it on your own, after which you will be given an oral quiz.  Missing class is NOT an excuse for not completing work on 

time.  In other words, do not miss class on exercise/presentation days; hand in all written work by the deadline even if you 

do not come to class.  Late exercises and assignments will be subject to a 10% per day penalty. 

 

Over the course of the semester there will be five opportunities for you to perform/present in class:  

Four explorations of performance styles  

An aesthetic manifesto  

All of these will have a written component that will be collected by your instructor. 

 
The Final Exam is primarily fill-in-the-blank and short answer.  The range on this test has been huge – from 30% to 100% 

You must study! 

 

Final Grades will be calculated as follows (before adjustments for excessive absences and late arrivals): 

 

 Quizzies & Questions assignment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40%  

 Participation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   5% 

 Projects / Project Write-ups  (each =  5%) .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20%  

 Manifesto Assignment  . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10%  

 Final Exam . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25%  

   

93+% = A, 90-93% = A-, 87-90% = B+, 83-87%=B, 80-83%=B-, etc. 



     Syllabus and Reading Assignment Due Dates 

 To be read for that day’s class (ERes password = “emptyspace20”) 

 

   Unit #1:  What is Performance?  What are the basic parameters in play when one 

decides to interact with audiences? 
 
 
Jan 16 Th Introduction   Consult this schedule throughout the semester! 
   What is Art?   1) Handout:  First page (and illustration) of Bruce Metcalf, “The Problem of 

 the Fountain,” Metalsmith 20:3 (Summer 2000): 28-35.  (2 pages)  

Is Duchamp’s Fountain “art”? Ultimately, we want to start the discussion of how to define terms like “art” 
and “performance.”  What kinds of elements are necessary?  How are these requirements subjective – and 
dependent on our own aesthetic sense? 

 
 
 
 21 T What is Performance?  1) Book:  (1968) Peter Brook, “The Deadly Theatre,” The Empty Space.  

     2) ERes: Guy Trebay, “Sex, Art, and Videotape,” New York Times 
 Magazine, June 13, 2004.  

     3) Blackboard: Randy Gener, “Live Flesh,”American Theatre 22:9 (Nov. 2005): 12. 
    4) ERes: (1994) Arlene Croce, “Discussing the Undiscussable,” in Writing in 

the Dark: Dancing in the New Yorker (University of Florida Press, 2005), 708-
719. 

     5) Blackboard: What is Performance Studies? 

Peter Brook reminds us that there are many ways to judge performance.  Which qualities are “deadly” for 
Peter Brook?   Are they deadly for you?  Are Andrea Fraser’s and Marina Abramovic’s work 
“performance”?  Why does Arlene Croce reject Still/Here? Is it form, theme, function, etc? Finally, some 
performance studies professors chime in on where the field of performances studies is now.  (What makes 
the Geertz quote so important?  It is – remember it!)   

 
  23 Th  Point of View   1) ERes:  (1934) John Dewey, “Art and Civilization” in Art as Experience 

(New York: Minton, Balch and Co., 1934) reprinted in Alex Neill and Aaron 
Ridley, eds., The Philosophy of Art: Readings Ancient and Modern (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1995).   

      2) ERes: (2001) Buzz McLaughlin, “Why Keep Writing for 
Theatre,”Christianity and Theatre 22:1/2 (Fall/Winter 2001): 4-7. 

        3) ERes: (1991) Deidre Sklar, “Five Premises for a Culturally Sensitive 
Approach to Dance,” in Moving History/Dancing Cultures: A Dance History 
Reader, Ann Dils and Ann Cooper Albright, eds. (Wesleyan University Press, 
2013). 

   Storytelling   4) Blackboard:  Theodore Shank, “excerpt from “Outrageous Performance.” 
In Beyond the Boundaries: American Alternative Theatre (Ann Arbor: U. of 
Michigan Press, 2002), 199-202. (2 pages)  

        5) Blackboard:  Tim Miller, “Introduction” from Body Blows” (6 pages) 
        

How does POV impact choices of topics, themes, production elements, etc.?   Note that Dewey suggests 
that art looks to the future, rather than the past – but who is shaping that future?  Also,  what can a spoken 
word performance do?  Is the performer still a character playing “themselves” – or, what makes character 
take shape for an audience? 

 
 
 

 27 M Work with Tim Miller    Studio Theatre: Workshop 4:10-7:10pm     Performance/Talk 8:00pm 
 28 T Work with Tim Miller  Studio Theatre: Workshop 1:10-3pm 

    Note how point of view, rhythm, vocal expression, spatial relationship, image, etc. work with words. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 30 Th Some Ways of Looking  1) ERes: Mark Fortier, “Theatre, Life and Language: Semiotics,  
   At Performance   Phenomenology and Deconstruction,” Theory/Theatre: an Introduction 

 (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 17-51. 
   Plato    2) ERes: (early 4

th
 century BCE) Excerpt from Plato, The Republic, translated 

by Benjamin Jowett.  

Here is an overview of the three most important theoretical perspectives used in discussing how 
performance “works” and what it can or cannot mean.  Work to understand the basic premises of each 
section. You don’t need to know all the specifics.   This is one of the denser readings of the semester, but it 
lays the groundwork for a framework through which to view questions about performance.  And, by the 
way, here’s the oldest extant anti-theatrical treatise – as a dialogue (Socrates taking the first line, Glaucon 
the next, etc.)  Plato has four strong complaints against theatre – so what conclusion does he make? 

 
 
Feb  4 T Aristotle    1) ERes: (mid 4

th
 century BCE) Excerpt from Aristotle, The Poetics, translated 

by Richard Janko (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Co., 1987), 
6-16. 

   Artaud & Theatre of Cruelty 2) ERes: (1938) Antonin Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague”  
       3) ERes: (1938) Antonin Artaud, “No More Masterpieces,” The Theater and 

Its Double, translated by Mary Caroline Richards (New York: Grove Press, 
1958), 15-32, 74-83. 

   “Lofty” aims…   4) Book:  (1968) Peter Brook, “The Holy Theatre,” The Empty Space.   
       5) Handout:  Storytelling Project Assignment 

Look at the major points of Aristotle’s Poetics.  Does Western theatre still reflect these “rules” more than 
2000 years later?  Are there rebuttals to Plato’s complaints within Aristotle’s work?  What does Artaud find 
“deadly?   Can theatre be “infective” like Artaud imagines?   Is he what Plato feared? So, what does Brook 
not find “deadly”?   Also, here’s our first project assignment.  Read it carefully.  Deciding on a specific 
function is the most important step – all other decisions should support it. 
 

 6 Th “Grounded” connections  1) Book:  (1968) Peter Brook, “The Rough Theatre,” The Empty Space.    
   Brecht & Epic Theatre  2) ERes: (1936?) Bertolt Brecht, “Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for 

Instruction” Brecht on Theatre, edited and translated by John Willett (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1964), 69-77. 

       3) ERes: (1930) Bertolt Brecht, “The Modern Theatre is the Epic Theatre,” 
37-38.  

   
    We’ll do a lot of looking at issues on a spectrum.  So if performance’s function can be seen as lofty and 

transformative, can it also be seen as direct and grounded?  Brecht steps up to take the opposite position of 
Artaud – that theatre needs to be more intellectual and less visceral.  How does he intend to reshape the 
elements of theatre to focus on that solitary goal?   

 
 

 11 T Storytelling Project! Meet promptly by 1:10pm.  We’ll order ourselves and travel.  Dress appropriately! 
 

 13 Th Storytelling Project! Meet promptly by 1:10pm.  We’ll order ourselves and travel.  Dress appropriately! 
   (continued) 
  

    Unit #2:  What are the ingredients of performance?  Which are more important 
than others?  How do point of view “style” and conventions affect choices? 

 
  18 T Realism/Narrative  1) ERes: (1890) Excerpt from Andre Antoine, “The New Acting of the Theatre 

Libre,” translated by Joseph M. Bernstein, in Toby Cole and Helen Krich 
Chinoy, eds. Actors on Acting (New York: Crown, 1949), 213-214.  

       2) ERes:  (1903) Excerpt from Andre Antoine, “Behind the Fourth Wall,” 
translated by Joseph M. Bernstein, in Toby Cole and Helen Krich Chinoy, 
Directors on Directing (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1953), 94-100. 

       3) ERes:  (2011) Liz Lerman, “Finding the Fish: On Meaning, Narrative, and 
Subject Matter Dancing,” in Hiking The Horizontal: Field Notes from a 
Choreographer (Wesleyan University Press, 2014). 

 
Antoine’s writings from more than 100 years ago remind us that modern realism had to start somewhere.  
Pay attention to what he wanted to change; how different was acting before realism?  In the second excerpt 
– a decade and much fame later – see how far Antoine wants to take his ideas.   Correspondingly, where 
does Lerman find meaning in dance?   

 



 
 
 20 Th Rethinking Realism  1) ERes:  (2004) “Merce Cunningham,” in Speaking of Dance: Twelve 

Choreographers on the Craft, Joyce Morgenroth, ed. (Routledge, 2004). 
      2) ERes: (1908) Vsevolod Meyerhold, “The Naturalistic Theatre and the 

Theatre of Mood,” Meyerhold on Theatre, translated and edited by Edward 
Braun (New York: Hill and Wang, 1969), 23-33.  

      3) ERes: (1941) Excerpt from Robert Edmond Jones, “To a Young Stage 
Designer,” The Dramatic Imagination, reprinted in Daniel Seltzer, ed., The 
Modern Theatre: Readings and Documents (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 
1967), 313-319.  

       4) Handout:  Image Project Assignment 
 

What does Cunningham have to say about what is meaningful in dance?  Does this resonate with the ideas 
of Meyerhold and Robert Edmond Jones, who worked against the tide of realism, even if their first 
declarations seem subtle to you.  Look at how Meyerhold (who worked at the Moscow Art Theatre with 
Stanislavsky) contrasts naturalism with what he calls the “theatre of mood.”   Once one breaks away from 
realism what then becomes the best way to communicate with audiences?  Finally, what does this mean for 
your Image Projects?   

 
 

 25 T What’s it add up to?  Book:  (1968) Peter Brook, “The Immediate Theatre,” The Empty Space. 

   Video!   (1976) Einstein on the Beach: The Changing Image of Opera 
      Robert Wilson and Philip Glass       

What does it take to captivate audiences?  How far can one go with anti-realism?  Here’s an imagistic 
deconstruction – not based on plot but associations, feelings, the form of scientific or popular ideas, dance, 
music based on rhythm instead of melody, etc.   This “freedom from realism” might help inspire some bold 
choices in your Image Projects. 

 
 27 Th Modern Realistic Acting  1) ERes: (1773) Excerpt from Denis Diderot, The Paradox of Acting, translated 

by Walter Herries Pollock, in Toby Cole and Helen Krich Chinoy, eds. Actors on 
Acting (New York: Crown, 1949), 162-168. 

   “Technique”   2) Blackboard:  (c. 1915) “Vakhtangov Explains Stanislavski,” from Toby Cole, 
ed., Acting: A Handbook of the Stanislavski Method (New York: Crown 
Publishing, 1955), 117-118. 

 
Denis Diderot’s essay (from more than two hundred years ago) looks at a basic question of acting debated 
throughout history: “true feeling” vs. technique.  What solution does he arrive at for his time?  Is it logical? 
In Vakhtangov’s notes, see how Stanislavsky took this question into new terrain by reconciling the two.  Is 
feeling a by-product of technique or an active part of the process?  What’s “real” in realistic acting?   
 
 

Mar 3 T Image Project   Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.  I’ll take requests for 
       order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go 
 
 5 Th Image Project     Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.   I’ll take requests for 

    (continued)  order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go. 

 
    

      SPRING BREAK!   
       
 17 T Video!     (1997) Rosas Danst Rosas   Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker and the   

    Rosas dance ensemble    
    And Dance/Movement/Bogart ERes: (1995) Excerpt from Tina Landau, “Source-Work, the Viewpoints 

  Viewpoints   and Composition: What are They?” in Michael Bigelow Dixon and Joel A. 
Smith, eds., Anne Bogart: Viewpoints (Lyme, N.H.: Smith and Kraus, 1995), 20-
26. 

 
  How do audiences perceive dance/movement?   How do the principles of dance composition create 

character, plot, and theme for audiences?  How do costume, scenery, and cinematography contribute to how 
audiences perceive dance/movement?  How might those elements be the focus of creating performances?   
(Viewpoints is now one of the more popular movement training methods in the U.S.)    

 
 
 
 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0209075/


 
 
  
 19 Th Brecht’s “A-Effekt”  2) ERes: (1938) Bertolt Brecht, “The Street Scene” 

      3) ERes: (1940) Bertolt Brecht, “Short Description of a New Technique of 
Acting which Produces an Alienation Effect,” in Brecht on Theatre, edited and 
translated by John Willett (New York: Hill and Wang, 1964), 121-129, 136-140.  

    Collaboration    2) Blackboard:  (1984) The Akalaitis Endgame 

       3) ERes: (2001) Terry McCabe, “The Myth of the Director,” the first chapter 
from Misdirecting the Play (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2001), 15-23. 
4) Handout: Epic Theatre Project Assignment 

 
   For Brecht, performance is a clear examination of social/political choices.  He wants to discuss real life, but 

by demonstrating, rather than embodying.   The Endgame story is famous; every theatre student should 
know it.  Also, what does McCabe believe about collaborating with a playwright?  The Epic Theatre project 
will allow us to explore both anti-realistic, stylized gesture and Brechtian alienation. 

 
  
 24 T Image/Movement/Artaud  1) ERes: (1965) Jerzy Grotowski, “Towards a Poor Theatre” 

    Grotowski /Polish Lab Theatre  2) ERes: (1967) Jerzy Grotowski, “Theatre is an Encounter”Towards  
Poor Theatre    Poor Theatre (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968), 15-25, 55-59. 

       3) ERes: (1938) Antonin Artaud,  “The Theatre of Cruelty (First Manifesto)” 
The Theater and Its Double, translated by Mary Caroline Richards (New York: 
Grove Press, 1958), 89-104. 

     4) Blackboard: “Akropolis” from Jennifer Kumiega, The Theatre of Grotowski 
(London and New York: Methuen, 1985), 59-65. (2 pages) 

 5) Handout: Notes on the structure of Akropolis 
    Video!     (1968) Akropolis    Grotowski’s Polish Lab Theatre  

 
    By establishing his own priorities about function, “truth,” and communication Grotowski’s Poor Theatre 

became an incredible influence on anti-realistic theatre of the 1960s/1970s .  The company also embodied 
Artaud’s theories about creating a world of “incantations” that will bring to life the essence of society’s ills 
– not in a realistic representation but in ritualized imagery.  Read carefully the notes on the structure of 
Akropolis so that you can follow the sections. It’s also fine to just concentrate on the phenomenology of the 
experience of “suffering” and how the company worked to create this.   

 
 26 Th    Audience   1) ERes: (1987) Robert Brustein, “Introduction,” Who Needs Theatre: 

Dramatic Opinions (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1987), 1-4. 
       2) ERes: (1968) Richard Schechner, “6 Axioms for Environmental Theatre,” 

The Drama Review 12 (Spring 1968): 41-64. 
      3) ERes: (2000) Rebecca Brown, “A Ghost Group Manifesto,” Canadian 

Theatre Review 103 (Summer 2000): 5-7. 
     4) ERes: (1962) Michael Kirby, “‘The Courtyard’ / The production” in 

Happenings, (New York: E.P. Dutton, Inc., 1966), 108-117. 

Why do audiences see live performance, according to Brustein?  So, how can one amplify the 
actor/audience relationship?  Schechner famously proposed these six tenets of environmental theatre in a 
1968 article. Remember these!  How is the audience a collaborator in performance?  How should they be? 

 
 
 31 T Epic Theatre Project  Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.  I’ll take requests for 
       order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go 
 
Apr 2 Th Epic Theatre Project    Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.   I’ll take requests for 

    (continued)  order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go. 

 
 
 7 T Agitprop   1) ERes: (1924) C. D. Innes, Erwin Piscator’s Political Theatre (London: 

Cambridge University Press, 1972), 43-47. 
    2) ERes: (1935) Clifford Odets, Waiting for Lefty, in Clifford Odets, Six Plays 

of Clifford Odets (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1979), 5-27. 
      3) Handout: Agitprop/Documentary Theatre Project Assignment 
 

   Agitprop asks audiences to take action, rather than merely to think.   Piscator was a great influence on 
Brecht, and Odets’s play is one of the great models of American agitprop from the depression years.  Both 
show us some production choices that help focus the audience’s actions.   

 



 
 
  9 Th Documentary   1) ERes: (1965) Peter Weiss, “The Song of the Camp 1 & 2,” in The 

Investigation, English version by Jon Swan and Ulu Grosbard (New York: 
Atheneum, 1966), 34-55. 

  2) ERes: (2006) Carol Martin, “Bodies of Evidence,” TDR 50:3 (August 2006): 
8-15.  

   

One off-shoot of agitprop is documentary theatre.  How do “documents” communicate to audiences when 
folding into the text of a performance?   The first reading is an excerpt of the famous documentary play The 
Investigation.  The article discusses the issues involved in the use of documents.  
 

 
 14 T Agitprop/Documentary  Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.  I’ll take requests for 
   Theatre Project   order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go 
 
 16 Th Agitprop /Documentary   Meet in the Studio Theatre lobby promptly by 1:10pm.   I’ll take requests for 

   Theatre Project (continued) order starting at 1pm – so arrive early if you care when you go. 

  

   
  21 T  Boal    1) Blackboard:  Aleks Sierz, “Man of the people,” The Stage Theatre of the  
   Theatre of the Oppressed  Oppressed  (December 13,2001):11. 

      2) Blackboard:  Theatre of the Oppressed   (2 pages) 
      3) ERes: Douglas L. Paterson, “A Role to Play for the Theatre of the 

Oppressed,” TDR 38:3 (Autumn 1988): 37-49. 
      4) Handout: Manifesto Assignment 

 
   Augusto Boal took Brecht’s focus on social action out of the theatre and directly to the people.   He is 

probably the most influential theatre practitioner of all time, as hundreds of companies worldwide follow 
the tenets of the Theatre of the Oppressed and its various components. We also should look ahead to the 
end of the semester and our own Manifestos! so look at that assignment. 

 
 23 Th Performance Should Be…  Handout: “Performance Should Be…” Assignment.  Fill this out before you 

come to class. 
 
 
 28 T        Manifesto Performances!  (4 minutes or less) 
 
 
  30 Th 1:30pm   Final    

            
    This syllabus is subject to change at the discretion of the instructor.  
 
 

 
The American with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides comprehensive civil rights protections 

for persons with disabilities. Among other things, the legislation requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning 

environment that provides for reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you have, or think you may have, a disability (e.g., 

mental health, attentional, learning, chronic health, sensory, or physical), please contact Disability Services in CORNS 316 or call 740-

368-3990 to arrange a confidential discussion regarding equitable access and reasonable accommodations. If you are registered with 

Disability Services and have a current letter requesting reasonable accommodations, please contact your instructor as early in the 

semester as possible to discuss how the accommodations will be applied in the course. For more information, consult the Disabilities 

Services website, http://ldac.owu.edu/index.html. 

 

 

 

http://ldac.owu.edu/index.html

