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Much has been written about the work that a spectator does in direct physical 

relationship to live performance. Distinctions are made between active and passive 

spectatorship and these distinctions typically fall along the lines of the Cartesian 

mind/body divide. This project seeks to destabilize the binary distinction between 

physical participation and allegedly passive reception. Using the imagination of the 

spectator as the fulcrum upon which this allegedly passive spectatorship can be recast 
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as an active co-creation of the performance event. Using the philosophical writings of 

Kendall Walton, as well as theories from spectatorship studies, Reader Response 

theory, and material culture, this project sets out to redefine the types of active 

participation that have heretofore been considered passive. By including close readings 

of several performances, as well as phenomenological experiences as an audience 

member, this study seeks to expand the ways in which practitioners and thinkers alike 

conceptualize and respond to the activated spectator.  
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Introduction 

Debates around spectatorship are often anchored by the binary between active 

and passive spectatorship. These distinctions characterize physical or verbal 

engagement of the audience as active and the passive audience as the ones calmly 

seated in the dark theatre receiving the performance. This basic understanding of 

spectatorship has shaped and guided the ways that scholars think about the limitations 

and expectations of spectatorship. Though much recent scholarship has worked to 

destabilize this binary, the centrality of this thought is always already preconfigured into 

the field. It establishes our expectations of spectatorship as well as our understandings 

of the limitations of spectatorship. Within this binary, our conceptualization of 

spectatorship is restricted by the misrecognition of what constitutes active 

spectatorship. This separation, further exacerbated by generations of thinkers, relying 

on the boundaries it sets forth, has resulted in a distortion of the work the spectator 

does and a consistent shift to thinking of the active spectator as physically and critically 

involved in the performance. The move to hold up this kind of active spectatorship has 

led to further thinking that disparages the passivity of the receptive audience and 

neglects the considerable intellectual labor being undertaken by these supposedly 

passive viewers. This is not to suggest that we should eliminate this binary entirely; nor 

do I wish to suggest that this binary has proven unproductive in spectatorship studies. 

Much the opposite; indeed, thinking about divisions between active and passive 

spectatorship has led many thinkers and performance makers to new ways of thinking 

through engaging audiences. The effort to create a more active audience has led to 
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fascinating reinvigorations of aesthetic and theoretical frameworks that continue to 

reverberate through the world of performance today.  

Much recent scholarship on spectatorship has taken as its scaffolding that there 

is an inherent flaw in our current understanding of this binary. Thinkers have sought to 

redefine the concept of passivity in spectatorship in order to expand what active 

spectatorship might look like. Meanwhile, performance makers have continued to push 

the boundaries of what performance can do alongside and sometimes in opposition to 

the scholarly work that is being produced by the academy. In pushing practice beyond 

theorizing, these performance makers generate new ways of thinking about 

performance and spectatorial engagement. Possibly the best-known example of this 

push is the work of British theatre company Punchdrunk and their installation-based 

promenade pieces that have traveled the globe to immense commercial success. 

Audiences, critics, and scholars have been captivated by the possibilities for active 

participation that this style has created for the audience. Audiences interact with 

performers, they inhabit the space, they navigate the plot in whatever way they choose 

as they control their own movements through the playing spaces. It is difficult not to see 

the commercial success of this venture as an open embrace of deeply active 

spectatorship (not to mention of the experience economy). This type of embodied 

participation is often held in stark contrast to more traditional forms of theatrical 

spectatorship. One might think of sitting in a darkened auditorium, watching the gem 

box of the stage light up as the narrative unfolds along a single uniform line to the 

inevitable conclusion. Traditionally, this has been thought of as an activity that asks little 

of the spectator, and provides a simple enjoyment. This is the type of theatre Bertolt 
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Brecht calls “culinary theatre.” Brecht refers to culinary theatre as performance that 

“adopts a hedonistic approach” (35); it is merely there to provide an experience to the 

spectator and does not demand introspection or action as a result. It is enjoyed much 

like a fine dining experience.  

 By now, it is commonplace to note that these distinctions between active and 

passive spectatorship fall along traditional lines of the Cartesian mind/body divide. 

Active participation seeming to privilege the engagement at the body, while passivity 

belongs to the realm of the mind. In other words, the passive spectator is “only” 

engaging mentally and the active/passive binary presents this passivity as a less 

authentic, or less meaningful engagement with the performance. This is where my 

project seeks to intervene: to consider the activity within the mind of the spectator that is 

traditionally considered passive and to reimagine that labor as deeply active within the 

world of the performance. In reconceptualizing what an active spectator looks like, this 

project disrupts these distinctions between what has been traditionally considered active 

and passive and partially collapses the boundaries between the two. Is the work that 

these spectators engage in with the fictional world of the performance event really 

passivity? I argue that it is nothing close, and that the division between these two types 

of spectatorship are a misunderstanding of the work of the spectators and their role in 

the performance event. In his text Shattering Hamlet’s Mirror, Marvin Carlson argues 

that, “The traditional audience is often spoken of as playing a passive role, but this is 

only true to a certain extent and in any case focuses only upon physical activity. The 

performance and indeed the process of mimesis itself demand the active participation of 

the spectator both intellectually and emotionally” (105). My argument echoes Carlson’s 
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here, but rather than asserting this idea and moving on, I seek to add an understanding 

of the nature of the labor undertaken by these spectators and to examine the ways in 

which performance makers have and can continue to incorporate this engagement into 

the fabric of a performance.  

I want to argue here that the type of spectatorship that has most often been 

referred to as passive is actually a type of spectatorship that demands considerable 

work and activity on the part of the spectator. This type of participation is often taken for 

granted in commercial theatres, but our oversight in understanding their participation 

does not make the participation any less rigorous. Indeed, as we think through this kind 

of performance and the kind of labor it takes, the binary opposition between active and 

passive quickly falls away as the breadth of behaviors encapsulated by allegedly 

passive spectatorship are understood as active. In order to understand the active nature 

of spectatorship, it will be helpful to consider why audiences might choose to participate 

actively in a performance. We can attribute some of the reliability of engagement from 

commercial audiences quite literally to the price of admission. Tickets to view live 

performance are increasingly expensive and build a vested interest in engagement from 

the audience. They have paid a considerable sum to enjoy the performance and in 

doing so have primed themselves to engage in the performance event and participate in 

its co-creation.   

Financial burdens aside, engagement with the performance is also pre-

configured through societal expectations and understandings of the value of 

performance, and the mimetic arts more generally. In the broadest possible sense, 

there is a cultural caché associated with patronizing the arts. Admittedly, this cache is 
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specifically tied to an affluent middle to upper class strata, but this further validates the 

caché. There seems to be a broad agreement that the arts, and by extension 

performance, is an acculturating and socially mobilizing entity (Sedgman 27). The 

cultural elevation of performance helps us to understand another impetus for the 

spectator to willingly engage in the performance event. Through participating 

intellectually, imaginatively, psychologically with the performance event, the spectators 

align themselves with the bourgeoise mindset and performs a certain type of cultural 

sophistication and elevation. This might seem overly cynical; what about the spectator 

that watches live performance with rapt attention, who quotes lyrics and scripts at 

length? Am I attempting to say that they are only interested in this form for the social 

mobility and cache it provides? I don’t wish to suggest that the enjoyment of these art 

forms is dependent on this transactional relationship, rather that this transactional 

relationship provides the foundation for an appreciation of the arts. It can help us to 

understand the spectator’s willingness to engage in the performance event as well as 

the position that performance and performance spectatorship hold with our culture.  

The role of the audience is not reimagined by each individual grouping, rather 

these behaviors are carefully constructed and dictated through processes of theatre 

etiquette and established norms (see chapter 3). The category of spectator is a social 

construction with rules and conventions that have been established and rewritten 

through generations. Richard Butsch provides an excellent historical account of these 

shifting conventions in The Making of American Audiences: From Stage to Television 

1750-1990. Likewise, in New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic 

World, 1649-1849, Elizabeth Maddock Dillon explores the changing face of 
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spectatorship through the lens of colonialism and how the evolving boundaries of 

spectatorship helped to shape and codify the creation of new publics. These texts 

importantly historicize and complicate an understanding of spectatorship as 

preconfigured and unchanging while simultaneously demonstrating the factors that have 

led to current behavioral expectations.  Both texts emphasize the historical role of the 

spectator as far more active in responding to and shaping the performance than was 

previously believed.  

 I argue below that a closer examination of this allegedly passive spectatorship 

within the established boundaries of theatre etiquette can provide a more complete 

understanding of the active engagement of the so-called passive spectator. I argue that 

the spectator engages through the use of imagination in order to actively co-create the 

world of the performance and I pull from a variety of fields to support these interpretive 

acts on the part of the spectator. I also make space for consideration of multiple 

spectatorships within a collective audience and the ways in which the collective of the 

audience is often collaborating and negotiating the process of meaning making within 

the performance space. In order to examine these phenomena, I focus on the work of 

performance makers that generate performance through a collaborative methodology in 

order to reinforce and elaborate on the collaborative meaning-making process between 

the spectator and the performance.  

 

Theories of Spectatorship 

Before moving on to my own thinking, it is important to place it within the context 

of the broader field. This is necessary to situate my thinking, but also to acknowledge 
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the limitations of any thought about spectatorship as a culturally determined and 

evolving experience. When thinking about major figures in the field of spectatorship 

studies, there are, of course, two names that have transcended the field of Theatre 

Studies and shaped reception theory more broadly. These thinkers are, Bertolt Brecht 

and Antonin Artaud respectively. I mention these thinkers specifically because my work 

is clearly indebted to each of their thinking, but also because the I seek to push past the 

conception of spectatorship that each of these thinkers put forward. I don’t mean to 

suggest that the thinking reproduced in the following pages should supersede or 

eradicate the need for these thinkers, but rather that each of these thinkers was 

responding to a specific historical moment of spectatorship and calling for a conceptual 

and aesthetic shift based on what they were seeing as prevailing issues or concerns of 

their day. Many of these interventions have become deeply embedded into the 

convention of contemporary performance, so much so that some of the techniques put 

forward by Brecht and Artaud specifically have lost their position of intervention and 

have instead become the standard language of performance through sheer ubiquity. 

This criticism does not identify a flaw of the work, but rather points to the inevitable 

nature of writing a widely read and adapted text on spectatorship. The ideas are 

inevitably adapted and become part of accepted convention and in this way the 

ouroboros continues to devour its own tail. 

Brecht provides the clearest example of the ability of convention to consume 

novelty and critical intervention. Brecht argued that the makers of the performance 

should force the audience to question their own reality using the performance as a 

prompt. One of the key ways Brecht believed this should be accomplished was through 
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the elimination of illusion, or through direct reminders to the audience of the constructed 

nature of the performance and its relation to the unjust realities of contemporary life. In 

his writings, Brecht provided several aesthetic strategies to accomplish these goals, 

most of which can be found in almost any contemporary commercial theatre production. 

I am aware here that I am sustaining a false dichotomy between commercially 

successful art and art that challenges its audience, but the point stands nonetheless. To 

clarify, I am not arguing that commercially successful performance cannot be 

challenging, but rather that when convention becomes so ubiquitous that it is ever-

present then it has lost its ability to distance or surprise the spectator. Again, I am 

attempting to thread a delicate needle here. I do not mean to suggest that no Brechtican 

techniques can be effective, but rather that in order for the distancing that Brecht 

sought, theatre makers need to continually reimagine what those aesthetic strategies 

should look like in relation to the landscape of contemporary performance. As Marvin 

Carlson suggests in The Haunted Stage, all performance is citational and relational and 

it is only through this relationship that aesthetic decisions can be understood and then 

altered in order to achieve distancing.  

Similarly, Artaud’s theories of utter immersion and the theatre of the plague have 

become further fodder for the capitalist machine of the entertainment industry. 

Productions like Sleep No More strive to accomplish many of the concepts Artaud set 

forward, and have delighted audiences internationally without producing any of the 

lasting impacts sought by Artaud. Though the novelty of immersive theatre has begun to 

wane, its popularity remains. The very familiarity with these techniques disallows the 

kind of awakening Artaud calls for in Theatre and its Double. As with Brecht, the 
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familiarity with any innovation transforms it into convention which can be palatably 

consumed by the spectator without the shock and displacement these thinkers were 

hoping for. My intervention here is also not exempt from this planned obsolescence. 

Brecht and Artaud were not unaware of the possibility of changing expectations, and as 

such provided deep explanations of not only aesthetic shifts, but also the rationale 

behind those shifts. That is what I hope to build upon here: not a prescriptive aesthetic 

model for theatre makers to follow, but rather a method of thinking through the ways in 

which the relationship between the spectator and the performance can be realized in 

the performance and offer that as a framework for the continued development of 

aesthetic tools of performance.  

Though Brecht and Artaud remain some of the best-known names in the field of 

spectatorship studies, they by no means represent the alpha and omega of the field. 

The following work is deeply indebted to the work of scholars who have developed other 

ways of considering the complex relationship between spectator and performance. In 

particular, Susan Bennett’s work in Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and 

Reception provides valuable thinking, weaving together semiotics and Reader 

Response theory to engage with the unique work of the spectator and positing that “it is 

at the nexus of production and reception that the spectator exists” (vii). Bennett provides 

a valuable framework for extending audience studies scholarship beyond 

phenomenological, individual experiences, and into a theory-based approach that both 

pulls from and exceeds existing fields to fit the needs of reception and live performance. 

Bert O. States also implements a theory-based approach in Great Reckonings in Little 

Rooms: On the Phenomenology of Theatre, in which he seamlessly combines semiotics 
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and phenomenology to explore the meaning-making process that transpires between 

spectators and the performance event. While these theoretical approaches have had a 

profound impact on my thinking, Kirsty Sedgeman’s The Reasonable Audience: Theatre 

Etiquette, Behavior Policing and the Live Performance Experience also marked an 

important development in my thinking. Sedgman moves beyond the theoretical to 

consider the very real impact of spatial proximity and the implications of behavioral 

expectations. Shannon Jackson’s Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics, 

which thinks through the ways in which “art practices contribute to inter-dependent 

social imagining” (14), connects to the collectivity of spectatorship while maintaining the 

individuality of the singular spectator.  

These various theories have come together to complicate and augment my 

understanding of the spectator as an individual as well as a member of a collective that 

is engaging in an embodied experience of meaning-making and interpretation. While 

this conception of the spectator is not entirely novel, it provides the foundations for the 

argument in the following pages. Though at points my arguments approach the category 

of spectator as somewhat uniform, I strive to further complicate my own monolithic 

conception of the spectator as the work progresses. In addition, I strive to incorporate 

these theoretical frameworks with the practical realities of spectatorship and the 

decision to position oneself as a spectator in relation to a performance. In order to 

explore the process of spectatorship, I have pulled from other areas of reception theory, 

specifically Reader Response theory and the work of both Roland Barthes and 

Wolfgang Iser. Barthes and Iser both think through the process of reading using 

language that smacks of performance and translates smoothly into a spectatorial 
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context. I have expanded the fields of study this project pulls from in an attempt to 

challenge conceptions of the limitations of spectatorship and to build upon extant 

theories that prove valuable when thinking through the meaning-making process as an 

active participation. Reader Response theory fits the needs of this study particularly 

well. Recent writings from Stanley Fish have complicated the legacy of Reader 

Response Criticism by edging into areas of moral relativity and advocating for an 

abandonment of ideals and principles (particularly in his 2001 book, The Trouble With 

Principle).  Despite the controversies surrounding Fish’s work, Reader Response 

provides an invaluable addition when thinking through the activity of the spectator in 

relationship to the performance event.   

 

Why Devised Theatre? 

Throughout the project, I highlight devised theatre as a subgenre of 

contemporary performance that is specifically suited for thinking through the kind of 

spectatorial engagement I want to examine. While this choice allows for specificity it 

also generates some limitations. Specifically, the focus on devised theatre may give the 

impression that this is the only kind of theatre that generates the particular phenomena 

of spectatorship that are invoked in later chapters. This is emphatically not the case. 

However, this project needed a context to highlight the interventions that I make here, 

and cataloging every context would be, by necessity, convoluted and unclear.  In order 

to avoid that outcome, I chose to focus specifically on a devised context. The decision 

to focus on devised works is not arbitrary; I chose to work with devised theatre because 

of the manner in which it realizes the specific relationship between spectator and 
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performance. As I argue in Chapter Two, the methods of collaboration that generate 

devised theatre necessitate a different conceptualization of the spectator within the 

rehearsal room. The idea of centering the spectator during the creation of performance 

is not specific to devised theatre, nor do I argue that it is particularly novel. Instead, I 

believe that devised theatre is centrally dependent on this relationship in a way that 

traditional performance-generating techniques are not. To be more precise, methods of 

collective creation necessitate dialogue and exchange between the performance 

makers as they craft the performance. These conversations are always poly-vocal, and 

dependent on the various ideas and identities that each company member brings with 

them into the rehearsal space, much as each individual spectator brings to the 

performance itself. Even in devised companies where the vision is ultimately filtered 

through the Artistic Director, these viewpoints inform and shape the final performance. It 

is in this multi-vocality that the process of devising preconfigures the role of the 

spectator even in the rehearsal process. The company members move through 

positioning themselves as performers and spectators continuously and in doing so they 

replicate the spectator performance exchange within the creation of the piece. This 

establishes a distinct aesthetic language 1 that includes that preconfigured audience 

engagement as a central tenet. By creating work that is centered around openings to 

new ideas and inclusion of different viewpoints, devised theatre cannot help but 

maintain that space in performance.  

Some might argue that, in a more traditional theatrical performance, the director 

or even the dramaturg fulfills a similar role.  Again, I don’t necessarily disagree with this 

idea. There is often an exchange between directors and performers — not to mention 
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producers, choreographers, fight directors, designers, dramaturgs, dialect coaches, the 

list goes on— that functions similarly to the exchanges that are indicative of a devised 

process. This is why this spectatorial relationship does not confine itself to audiences of 

devised theatre. Instead, devised theatre offers a heightened version of this 

phenomenon that helps to increase the legibility of the spectator-performance 

exchange. As Deirdre Heddon and Jane Milling outline in Devising Performance: A 

Critical History, “Devising supplied a mechanism whereby transformational experience 

in the workshop, for the actor, could be echoed and carried forward into performance, 

which it was hoped would then effect a similar transformation in the audience” (40). 

Heddon and Milling argue that the method of creation intends to shape the mode of 

reception. There are other forms of theatre and performance that also highlight this 

exchange that I have chosen not to focus on here, again with specific methodological 

reasoning. I chose to exclude types of performance that necessitate physical or verbal 

participation from the audience 2 because the phenomenon I am interested in exploring 

here is the perceived passivity of intellectual and imaginative engagement.  

The devised pieces that I examine here appear to ask for forms of spectatorship 

that would traditionally be called passive, and yet it is through that mischaracterized 

passivity that I argue the audience can become deeply engaged through the use of 

imagination and intellectual exploration of the work. Not every engaged audience 

engages in the same way, nor does each spectator approach the work with the same 

imaginative intent. Indeed, as I outline in chapter three, resistance to a performance 

also necessitates engagement. The desire to challenge the idea of passivity in 

spectatorship necessitates an exploration of spectatorship that is typically thought to be 
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passive. By avoiding an examination of overt audience participation in this study, I 

deliberately shift attention away from embodied involvement in the performance. 

Devising offers an opportunity to examine spectatorship that appears passive on the 

surface because, as I argue below, the methodology of generating the performance 

leaves its mark on the relationship established between spectator and performance.  

However, the concept of devised theatre also brings with it some conceptual 

baggage that it is important to deal with here. In their series of collected volumes on 

devised theatre Kathryn Syssoyeva and Scott Proudfit3 outline what they refer to as the 

three major waves of devised theatre: the first consisted largely of experimental theatre 

from Europe and Russia, the second (and most well-known) wave was the downtown 

New York theatre scene of the late sixties and seventies, and the third wave they 

identify includes the contemporary iterations of devising companies. It is the distinction 

between the second and third wave that is the most relevant here. Syssoyeva and 

Proudfit are not alone in identifying the “second wave” of devised theatre as identifiable 

according to its commitment to the politics of collectivity. Deirdre Heddon and Jane 

Milling confirm this reading in their text Devising Performance: A Critical History, as 

does Arnold Aronson in his American Avant-Garde Theatre: A History. Broadly 

speaking, the politics of the second wave of collective creation (another name for 

devised theatre that is often used interchangeably) lean heavily towards socialist 

ideologies and often espoused the concept of doing away with the established 

hierarchies of performance making. These groups were interested in equality and 

community property, hoping to build upon the growing popularity of communal living 

through generating collective creation as an extension of this logic. The realities of 
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these devised companies often belied these aspirational goals as they were frequently 

helmed by white men who continue to receive the recognition and rewards of the 

innovations made by these companies. 4 Regardless of the hierarchical realities of these 

devising companies, the purported values of collectivity and equality continue to 

pervade contemporary understanding of devised theatre. Indeed, this is the concept that 

Claire Bishop takes issue with in her monograph Artificial Hells (although her text is 

specifically interested in visual art). Bishop specifically takes umbrage with the idea that 

there is a particular positionality to collectivity or collaboration or that they enable a 

specific type of politics. This concept is so pervasive that it continues to shade 

contemporary conceptualizations of collective creation, even though Syssoyeva and 

Proudfit identify the break with a specific set of political beliefs as one of the identifying 

factors of the third wave.   

I include this discussion here to highlight that there is no attempt in the following 

pages to rehabilitate the utopia of collectivity and egalitarianism that is so deeply tied to 

the collectivity of the sixties. Instead, I am interested in the more aesthetically driven 

devising companies of the third wave. That is not to say that these companies are 

apolitical, rather that their political intervention is not grounded in the process of making 

the performance, but rather functions as another element of form and content upon 

which the company builds. I argue that the shift from politics as the foundation of the 

company to politics as a foundation of the performance broadens the type of work that 

contemporary devising companies are making. Avant-garde devising companies of the 

late 60’s and early 70s were typically deeply cross-pollinated from the intimate 

downtown performance scene in New York and London. As a result, many of the 
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aesthetic and thematic choices of this period were closely mirrored by their 

counterparts. Contemporary devising companies are typically scattered around the 

country and globe (with a stronger concentration in New York) and as such often 

develop their own methodologies of generating work and develop distinct interests and 

aesthetics. The breadth of work and methodologies being generated by contemporary 

devising companies has vastly expanded the concept of what constitutes devising in 

terms of both product and process. This expansion into aesthetic concerns has mirrored 

a shift away from a prescriptive political performance that attempts to convert or 

convince an audience much in the style suggested by Brecht and into an ongoing 

conversation that invites the type of spectator-performance interchange I am interested 

in. I do not argue that devised pieces from the second wave were incapable of having 

this exchange, but rather that as audiences have continued to shift along with 

performance practices, this contemporary wave of devising companies is speaking to 

the contemporary audience in a way that is of the moment and in response to ever 

shifting and evolving conventions of performance.  

 

Imaginative Aesthetic  

Imagination as a concept may seem whimsical, but as Henry Corbin argues in 

“Mundus Imaginalis,” or as Benedict Anderson argues in Imagined Communities, 

imagined structures come to inform our lived experiences in intense and often 

consequential ways. In many ways, imagination runs parallel to belief and offers an 

option for rethinking our pasts, presents, and futures. Though this rethinking does not 

imply a directionality or a value system, I would put forward that the imagination is a 
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powerful tool for thinking through many types of change. I do not put forward an 

argument like Jill Dolan’s that this kind of engagement can lead to a utopia. Instead, I 

would like to explore this engagement as a tool that does not indicate a specific value in 

its existence, but that offers a new layer of understanding for thinkers and practitioners 

alike.   

The focus here is on the theatrical work that prompts an imaginative performance 

from the spectator. In requesting that the spectator engage with the work through their 

imaginings, the work asks the spectator to perform spectatorship differently. This 

manner of performing spectatorship allows for an alternate conception of what 

constitutes the world of the performance. Similarly, I theorize that this can provide a sort 

of rehearsal for understanding and processing the ways in which imagination informs 

the world outside of the aesthetic experience. By participating in the world-building of 

mimetic performance, the spectator gains the opportunity to understand how that same 

process is informing their understanding of their everyday life and the systems they 

exist within and help to create.  

In researching the concept of the imagination, most of the existing literature 

focuses on the role of the imagination in the creation of the aesthetic object. 

Understandably, there has been a focus on the imagination of the artist, but this has left 

largely unexplored the ways in which imagination plays a role in the reception of these 

artistic products. This specific application of imagination has been mentioned in the 

work of many thinkers, but rarely is it expanded on or examined in depth. Thinkers and 

practitioners like Artaud, Brecht, Bert States, Peter Brook, Susan Bennett, and Jill Dolan 

have all relied on audience imagination to constitute some part of their work but they 
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seem less interested in examining the process of imagination and how it relates 

specifically to reception theory. Imagination provides a framework to build their theories, 

however, thorough a more thorough examination of imagination, we can deepen and 

complicate these ideas. 

I pose this understanding of the imaginative labor of the spectator as a 

replacement for the persistent conception of a willing suspension of disbelief. The idea 

of willing belief relegates spectatorial engagement to a temporary suspension of a 

mental state –disbelief—rather than an active participation and co-creation of the 

performance event. Willing suspension assumes a singular choice to suspend a sense 

of disbelief and be willingly fooled by the production. Instead, I put forward that the 

process of engaging in a theatrical performance is a constant renegotiation of belief and 

understanding and world-building that the spectator continually chooses to engage with 

throughout the performance; the spectator contributes to the generation of the world of 

the drama rather than just agreeing to believe in it. This imaginative engagement is 

challenged and ultimately strengthened through the use of explicit theatricality and 

breaks from naturalism that have found increasing popularity even in mainstream 

theatre today. For examples of this aesthetic at work, look no further than the 

commercial and critical success of Hadestown, Oklahoma!, and Network. Each of these 

shows utilizes an extensive production budget and impressive technical elements, and 

yet the scenic design and use of props remains skeletal. This deliberate lack of material 

objects invites and maybe even demands engagement from the audience through their 

imagination. I call this deliberate staging of engagement the “imaginative aesthetic.”  
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For this project, I have pulled from a number of fields in order to construct a 

nuanced argument. I build my theory of spectatorial engagement around the notion that 

performance pulls from everywhere for source material and inspiration and in thinking 

about performance it is often necessary to do the same. In doing so, I have created a 

kind of scholarly collective creation, pulling together these sources that don’t necessarily 

speak directly to one another, but coordinate to provide a more nuanced understanding 

of the processes I am examining. Much in the way that thinking about devising 

highlights the collaborative elements in traditional performance making, I hope to 

highlight that all scholarship is by necessity collaborative. Though scholarly 

collaboration like this is uni-directional, it is no less engaged with an exchange of ideas, 

or I should say it is possible for it to be. I am by no means the first to take an 

interdisciplinary approach, but I do wish to acknowledge it here as this communication, 

this meaning-making through exchange and connection is integral to the work and it has 

informed both the form and the content of my writing here.   

 

Chapters 

The first chapter is primarily concerned with theories of imagination and how the 

spectator’s imaginative labor contributes to the performance event. Theories of mimesis 

put forward by Kendal Walton and Roger Scruton form the foundation for how I think 

through the process of imagining and expand on the co-creation of the imagined world 

of the performance. I provide a brief case study of Culture Clash’s 1998 play 

Bordertown to help illuminate how these imaginative theories play out in the context of 

performance. These theories of imagination are connected to various theories of 
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spectatorship in order to better illustrate how imagination works specifically through a 

performance context. I then turn to a case study of Tim Crouch’s An Oak Tree to further 

illustrate the imaginative aesthetic at work and how performance makers can use this 

technique. By outlining these philosophical explorations of the imaginative process, I 

provide an explanation for the work theatre practitioners are already undertaking. 

Instead of understanding these conventions as “merely aesthetic” or conventional, I 

push for an understanding of imaginative engagement as a deliberate strategy available 

to theatre makers, a strategy that is already working to establish collaborative 

relationships between the audience and the performance.  

The second chapter continues to build on the concept of the imaginative 

aesthetic, pulling in theories from Reader Response criticism to help think through what 

work the spectator is doing. Wolfgang Iser and Roland Barthes deeply inform my 

understanding of how spectators interact with the openings or blanks left by a 

performance. Through understanding the imaginative and intellectual labor of the 

spectator we can better understand the ways in which spectators are actively working to 

create meaning and support the world of the play through their imaginative labor. I turn 

to another brief case study of Gatz, a performance of The Great Gatsby created by 

Elevator Repair Service, which is a devised theatre company based in New York City. 

By bringing in thinkers from the Reader Response school, I am building on existing 

frameworks to illustrate the literary precedent for reconceptualizing spectators in the 

same way Reader Response takes on the reader. By grounding this conceptualization 

in the literary field, I draw on a long history of Performance Studies borrowing across 

disciplines and bring these fields into a collaborative conversation about the ways in 
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which meaning is made by the individuals receiving the work. In order to complicate and 

augment this understanding of the spectator. I close this chapter with a case study of a 

performance entitled The Method Gun, created by the Rude Mechs. This case study 

provides specific examples of a company making space for the spectators to act as 

readers as a method to actively engage with the performance.  

The third chapter seeks to complicate the preceding conversation. The first two 

chapters are based on an understanding of a unified spectatorship that is never actually 

possible with the multiplicity of identities that make up even the most homogenous 

theatre audiences. The third chapter addresses the ways in which the imaginative 

engagement of the spectator generates the opportunity for the spectator to engage with 

the performance while maintaining their individuality through a process I am calling 

“recalcitrant spectatorship.” Exploring this method of both engaging with and resisting 

the performance further destabilizes the categories of active and passive and offers a 

theoretical framework for thinking through spectatorships that challenge the 

performance as it unfolds. This chapter seeks to examine the power of the spectator as 

a member of the collective audience and the ways in which individual experiences can 

ripple through the shared performance space. This chapter does not examine overt 

disruption to the performance event, but rather looks to moments of co-creation that 

complicate or comment on the performance event as it unfolds. Recalcitrance provides 

a method for thinking through the ways in which individual identity can inform the 

spectator, and how those reactions and shifts can in turn complicate the meaning 

making process for other spectators. I provide examples of my own phenomenological 

experiences as an audience member engaging in recalcitrance as well as responding to 
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the recalcitrance of other spectators around me. I use The Laramie Project as a site to 

understand how performance scripts a particular response, and later in the chapter, I 

return to a specific moment from The Method Gun, and close with a close reading of 

specific moments from The TEAM’s 2006 piece Architecting to understand how 

recalcitrance works in practice. 

In the conclusion, I review the contributions of each chapter to the fields of 

Theatre Studies and Performance Studies. I also make a point to explore the ways in 

which theatre makers can utilize these ideas in the creation of performance pieces. 

Throughout the dissertation, I address performance makers who are using these 

strategies in their work, but by explicitly naming these strategies and implementing them 

as tools for activating an audience opens the opportunity for further exploration of these 

tools in performance making. The conclusion is not meant to be prescriptive or limiting 

in the ways these tools can be used, but rather a jumping off point for further 

development and imaginative engagement.  

Together, these chapters work to expand and complicate current conceptions of 

spectatorship. By opening established practices and theories of spectatorship to new 

interpretations, I provide options for thinking through not only the work of the spectator, 

but also provide a structure for practitioners to realize this involvement and co-creation 

as a deliberate aesthetic decision that can be built into the performance.  
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Chapter 1: Imagining a more Engaged Spectator 

The opening moments of Nick Stafford’s theatrical adaptation of War Horse6 

unfold as such:  

Devon – open country, 5 August 1912 
Birds in the sky. Nature at its most natural. 
The shape of Alice emerges as she moves. 
Joey emerges from behind her. We get to know him. 
Joey and Alice stand, heads together. There is intimacy between 
them. (3) 

 
On paper, this quiet, pastoral opening scene seems like a gentle welcome to the world 

of the play. Upon closer inspection of the text, it becomes clear that both Alice and Joey 

are, in fact, horses. In the 2007 National Theatre production of the script, these horses 

were realized on stage through the use of full-scale, elaborate puppets.7 These puppets 

were constructed of what appeared to be bent cane, fabric, and leather. Each full-sized 

horse is operated by three puppeteers that are more or less fully visible throughout the 

performance. Several horses, and particularly Joey, play a central role in the action of 

the play. The horses interact with the other characters, they emote through intricate and 

subtle manipulation by the puppeteers, and audiences appear to connect deeply with 

these puppets. Despite the skeletal appearance of the puppets and the unobscured 

view of the puppeteers, spectators respond to the performance with genuine emotion 

and gasp in shock when horses are injured or mourn their deaths with tears as they 

watch the action unfold. While the abstraction of the performances should seem to 

distance audiences from a deep emotional engagement through verisimilitude, they 

engage imaginatively with the representation of the horse and, even while witnessing 

the manipulation of the puppet, see the horse that it represents. 8 This exchange is one 

example of the power that imagination holds for thinking through spectatorship; it defies 
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current explanations of the act of spectatorship and offers options for a new way of 

understanding the active relationship between the audience and the performance event.  

The imagination is so central to the creation of the mimetic arts that it would 

seem to go without saying that it plays an enormous role in their reception. While it is 

evident to most that imagination plays a vital role in the reception, it is a subject that has 

been left largely unexplored in the fields of theatre and Performance Studies. While 

almost all texts regarding spectatorship deploy imagination as part of their theoretical 

understanding and intervention, the way that imagination functions through the 

spectator has largely been assumed or taken for granted. This chapter attempts to 

address some of the critical oversight of this imaginative process that is often assumed 

in the reception of performance. Here I illuminate the generative process of co-creation 

addressed by many scholars of spectatorship, but I place the onus of that co-creative 

labor in the work of the spectator’s imaginings. That is to say, that it is largely through 

the act of imagining that the spectator engages with the performance and substantively 

contributes to the realized performance event. In order to illustrate this relationship, I will 

examine what I am identifying as the imaginative aesthetic as an entrée to 

understanding the larger role that imagination plays in the reception of performance. 

This concept is ultimately a shift in understanding not only the role of imagination in the 

process of generative spectatorship but an alternative way of thinking through the 

potency of spectatorship as a means for audience engagement and activation.  

This chapter will approach the question of imaginative engagement in three 

different sections. The first will compare two predominant theories of the mechanism of 

the imagination. Attempting to understand how imagination works in a theatrical context 
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will help to understand how imagination is relevant to spectatorship and provide a frame 

for understanding how the imagined functions in a theatrical context. The second 

section outlines theories in Performance and Theatre Studies that deploy or use 

imagination in ways that often seem incidental, but I argue are foundational to the 

objectives they set out. These theories depend on the imaginative labor of the 

spectator, but often fail to acknowledge the extent to which this labor constitutes the 

framework of thought. The third, and final, section will use the work of a British theatre 

maker, Tim Crouch, as a case study to explore how the imaginative aesthetic can work 

practically on stage and to illustrate the ways that engaging the audience in the 

imaginative labor of the piece can lead to increased engagement. I turn to Crouch 

instead of returning to War Horse because Crouch is explicitly working with spectators 

and the concept of spectatorship in a manner that clearly illustrates my thinking in this 

chapter.  

A brief explanation of the imaginative aesthetic is necessary here. The 

imaginative aesthetic works by asking audiences to acknowledge the constructed 

nature of the imaginary and engage with it regardless of its constructedness. It works as 

a conceptual push-pull that frequently deploys Brechtian distancing techniques to draw 

the spectator deeper into an emotional and cognitive engagement with the work of the 

performance. This aesthetic offers a point of entry for the way that imagination works 

through the performance event, but not as the exclusive method through which this 

engagement is possible. Indeed, all mimetic performance deploys similar imaginative 

techniques that are made opaque through commitments to verisimilitude and familiarity 

with convention which can convert even the most ambitious abstractions into accepted 
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tropes. The above example of Joey the horse is an excellent example of just this 

phenomenon. I will use the imaginative aesthetic to illustrate this process and ultimately 

apply the understanding to more traditional forms of performance. This position is not 

intended to establish a hierarchy of performance aesthetics, but rather to emphasize the 

way that staging the imaginative process can help to illuminate how imagination works 

through various performance styles.  

The neglect of an in-depth systematic examination of the imagination is an 

oversight in contemporary theories of spectatorship, particularly as it is a concept that is 

repeatedly deployed and functions (to some degree) as the conceptual underpinning for 

many of the most well-known thinkers of spectatorship. While the imagination is central 

to the reception of performance, the implications of this area far exceed the sub-field of 

spectatorship studies. Philosophers have debated the significance of the imagination for 

generations. Samantha Matherne, in The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of 

Imagination, illustrates the centrality of imagination to Kant’s thinking: “For Kant, the 

imagination, in general, is a capacity for sensibly representing what is not present in 

either a productive or reproductive way and in so doing it mediates between the 

sensible and nonsensible aspects of our lives” (56). Roger Scruton has argued that it is 

imagination and the ability to imagine in complex layers that sets us apart from other 

animals (Scruton 89). John Kaag claims, “It is the imagination that generates a work of 

art, and it is the imagination that grants us the ability to interpret artworks. It is the 

imagination that keeps culture and science ‘on the move.’ In short, it is the imagination 

that makes us fully human” (3). Truly, it is overwhelming to consider the enormity of the 

role imagination plays in our thought processes.  
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When thinkers expound upon concepts of subjectivity, they have no option but to 

imaginatively conjure the conditions under which subjectivity takes place. For example, 

when Louis Althusser was attempting to explain the process of subjectification he called 

inerpellation – in his now-famous example of the subject that responds to the hailing of 

the state – he turned to the imaginary scenario in order to understand and communicate 

that understanding to others (Althusser 174). Sadiya Hartman’s famously begins her 

influential work, Scenes of Subjection, with the refusal to reproduce the written account 

Aunt Hester’s scream from the autobiography of Frederick Douglas (3). This refusal to 

reproduce the “primal scene” Hartmann emphasizes the power of the readers 

imagination to generate the world of the text. In much the same way, almost all 

theoretical writing within the humanities is based on an imaginary understanding or 

explanation of a phenomenon that takes shape through the thinking and writing of the 

scholar. The famous Freudian game of fort/da, wherein the child substitutes the 

disappearance of a toy for the disappearance of the mother, is a game that is played 

imaginatively (Freud 9). Here Freud’s theory emerges from the imagination of the 

subject who imaginatively substitutes the object of desire for the satiation of that desire. 

Even Plato, who was famously disparaging of representation, imagined and represented 

through writing Socrates’ dialogue with a number of Athenians in The Republic. Not only 

in the realm of critical theory, but in everyday experience, imagination and imaginings 

pervade our thought processes. In remembering a conversation, one might imagine the 

conversation playing out again in the mind’s eye or might imagine the conversation 

having ended differently. The imagination gives us a methodology for understanding 

and processing the world around us as we experience it, but also as we anticipate the 



 

 
 

28 

future and look back upon the past. While the prevalence of imagination is important to 

acknowledge in the construction of meaning about our quotidian existence, it becomes 

exponentially more integral to understanding the constructed realities of the 

performance event.  

We reflect upon and learn from our experiences through the imagination; it is 

through the imagination that we are able to conceptualize abstract concepts and further 

our understanding of the world. If we cannot see an object that is obscured behind a 

partition, we must imagine that it is still present and if that thing is living we have to 

extrapolate information from what we know in conjunction with our imagination in order 

to predict in what ways it may be behaving or moving on the other side of that partition. 

Even the perception of basic three-dimensional shapes depends on the imagination. We 

cannot simultaneously see all sides of a cube; instead, we have to infer and complete 

with our imagination that the cube is maintained on the sides that are not presently 

visible (Wiltsher 273). Imagination is central to cognition and the ways in which we 

receive and interpret sensory information throughout quotidian experiences, and it is 

doubly important in receiving, interpreting, and making meaning out of aesthetic 

experiences. While all of these uses of the imagination are deeply fascinating and 

equally deserving of deeper exploration, the task at hand is to examine the imagination, 

not in the broadest sense, but as it works in relation to the reception of performance. To 

examine the ways in which spectatorship and imagination are inexorably linked will 

ultimately provide strategies for both reading and creating imaginative performance 

strategies and aesthetics in the works of contemporary and historical performance 

makers. 
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How does imagination work? 

The work of the audience — the co-creation of the world of the performance — is 

an imaginative labor (not to be confused with an imagined labor). It is work that is 

completed through the imaginative engagement of the individual spectators as they 

interpret and respond to the prompts offered by the performance event. This co-creation 

of the performance event is constantly taking place during mimetic arts, including 

performance. This fact is often taken for granted, or thought to be blatantly obvious, but 

examining how the imagination functions and how audiences and performance makers 

can use imaginative strategies to develop performances offers an opportunity to 

complicate our understanding of active and passive spectatorship and shift the ways in 

which we think about an active audience. Through this we can also understand the 

ways in which reception of mimetic performance is always through imaginative 

engagement. The engaged audience is always an active participant in the creation of 

the performance, as they are actively working to support the imagined reality that is 

unfolding in the performance space. In other words, reception is always filtered through 

imagination, and imagination has been left largely unexplored in reception theory. In 

order to understand how imagination functions through performance and how audiences 

actively engage, it is necessary to outline what I mean by the term “imagination” in this 

context. 

 As stated above, there is a lacuna in theatre and Performance Studies on this 

topic, and so to engage with the concept of imagination critically I have turned to 

philosophical explorations of imagination. Indeed, Plato’s critique of mimesis, in general, 
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is predicated on the dangerous power of the imagination to lure spectators further away 

from the “ideal.” In chapter X of The Republic Plato makes clear (in an imagined 

conversation) that the “imitations” that are created in art are just inferior copies of copies 

of an ideal form and therefore to be excluded from Plato’s ideal republic. Plato draws a 

distinction here between the ideal object, the real object, and the 

represented/nonexistent object seeing a clear hierarchical relationship between the 

three. For Plato, the further an object is from the ideal the further it is from the 

metaphysical “good.” If objects that are commonly perceived of as “real” such as a table 

or book are merely inferior reproductions of the ideal, then the representational arts are 

one step further removed. The object that the painter represents is not real and is 

therefore imagined to exist by the viewer in a further distancing from the ideal world of 

forms. For Plato, the imaginary works as an inferior replication of the world, that is itself 

an inferior replication of the ideal. Though Plato ultimately disparages the imagined 

object, he nevertheless highlights the permeability between the imagined and the real 

that constitutes the mimetic arts. Plato also highlights the “dangers” of believing too 

deeply in any imagined reality, suggesting that even in the highly stylized and religious 

performance practices of Ancient Greece, that spectators were creating a deep 

connection to the world of the performance.  

While imagination is often sidelined in conversations about spectatorship, 

another explanation for the phenomenon of spectatorial engagement has become 

ubiquitous in conversations: the concept of “willing suspension of disbelief.” This 

understanding of spectatorship is so far-reaching that it is discussed with some 

frequency in even secondary school theatre programs. It is worth outlining the concept 
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here if only to rigorously examine the ways in which it inadequately conveys the work of 

spectatorship and provides a continued opening for another way of conceptualizing how 

the spectator relates to performance. In a theatrical context, the “willing suspension of 

disbelief” is the concept that spectators acknowledge and are aware of the constructed 

nature of the theatrical performance and choose to create a separate level of 

understanding within their own minds in order to entertain the world of the performance 

as quasi-real for the duration of the performance event. In this conception of the 

performance event, the spectator understands that the puppet that is playing Joey in 

War Horse is not actually a horse named Joey, nor is he actually in Devon sharing an 

intimate moment with his mother, Alice; according to “willing suspension” they choose to 

suspend that knowledge in order to enjoy and understand the performance before them. 

The spectator does not actively believe in the story, rather they merely choose to not 

not believe.  

The phrase “Willing suspension of disbelief” originates from the writings of 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, a poet and aesthetic philosopher. In his Biographia Literaria: 

Or, Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, Coleridge recounted the 

idea of creating poetry that emphasizes “persons and characters supernatural, or at 

least romantic” (174). In order for his poems to be received favorably, Coleridge writes 

that he will need to “transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance 

of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of 

disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith" (Ibid). Coleridge wants to 

ground his supernatural tales in enough human interest and truth that his reader does 

not become disconnected from the fanciful nature of his characters. This understanding 
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is predicated on the idea that representational works need to be rooted in lived 

experience in order for readers or spectators to appreciate them.  

Roger Scrutton understands the imaginative process as contiguous with broader 

concepts of belief; as a result, his framework seems to lend itself to Coleridge’s “Willing 

Suspension.” Scruton offers an adept explanation his theory in text, Art and Imagination: 

A Study in the Philosophy of Mind. He presents this idea:  

If there are mental acts of judging, then there are also similar acts 
of ‘entertaining’ that are divorced from judgement [sic]. In these 
acts propositions come before one’s mind, and it seems to be a 
necessary consequence of the way in which this idea of an 
unasserted thought has been introduced that what is before one’s 
mind in entertaining p is precisely what is asserted in asserting p, 
and hence precisely what is believed in believing p. Thus, when we 
imagine something, or tell a story while being indifferent to its truth, 
the content of our thought is the content of a belief; but the thought 
process itself is independent of this belief. (89) 
 

Scruton’s word choice makes it overtly clear here the ways in which this explanation of 

fiction relates to the concept of “willing suspension.” The fictional statement is 

“entertained” by the spectator who in the act of entertaining the assertion ultimately 

approaches it as if it were (at least temporarily) a genuinely held belief. In this way, the 

disbelief of the spectator is suspended in order to entertain these assertions as true. It is 

clear here why this conception has proven so lasting and pervaded many levels of 

theatre education. It is a direct explanation that is easily relatable, and that can be 

applied broadly.  

However, the willing suspension of disbelief fails to account for the intensity and 

fervor of the emotions and responses that are experienced by spectators. Scruton also 

finds willing suspension unsatisfying; he puts forward that, “we need an account of 

some mode of thought that is directed at, and aroused in response to, its object, in the 
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manner of aesthetic experience. And the mere entertaining of a proposition about an 

object is scarcely yet a genuine response to it” (89). I concur with Scruton here that a 

mere ‘entertaining’ does not adequately express or encapsulate the level of meaning 

and engagement that are often elicited through aesthetic experiences. Kendal Walton 

similarly criticizes this understanding of the aesthetic experience writing that the 

psychological role spectators play “will allow us to account for what has been 

misleadingly called the suspension of disbelief without supposing that appreciators lose 

touch with reality when they are immersed in a work of fiction” (241). The concept of the 

“willing suspension of disbelief” falls short whereas an understanding of spectatorship 

that functions through imaginative engagement can help to provide a more robust 

explanation of the process and the work of the spectator as well as the potential of that 

work for spectators, performance makers, and scholars alike. With imaginative 

engagement, disbelief is not suspended, it is superseded by the choice to engage for 

the duration of the performance, a choice that can vary in degree and commitment at 

any point of the performance. In making this choice, the spectator actively contributes to 

the creation of world of the performance through their own imaginative labor.  

In order to understand how audiences engage imaginatively, it is important to 

form an understanding of how the mechanisms of imagination function. In order to 

accomplish this, I turn to the field of philosophy for deeper explorations of the process of 

imagining. Most discussions of performance, and particularly live performance are brief 

and unsatisfactory within these texts, but the foundational work is there to build upon. 

Kendall Walton takes up this discussion at length in his text, Mimesis as Make-Believe: 

On the Foundations of the Representational Arts. Walton outlines the necessity of his 
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project, “That make-believe (or imagination, or pretense) of some sort is central, 

somehow, to ‘works of fiction’ is surely beyond question. Establishing this is much like 

pulling a rabbit out of a hutch. But there have been few concerted attempts to explain 

what make-believe is or to trace the roots of fiction (or representation in anything like 

our sense) in that direction (4-5).” In order to fill this void, Walton examines in great 

detail the ways in which the imagination functions through a work of fiction as a point of 

access for the reader/spectator/viewer. The fact that Walton grounds his understanding 

of the imaginary in the physicality of children’s games would seem to bode well for 

application to the physical realities of live performance, but the bulk of Walton’s 

discussion is focused on literature and visual art with occasional gestures towards film.  

Walton claims that acts of imagination are analogous to children’s games of 

make-believe. These games, he argues, are participatory and in order to be a part of 

these game of make-believe, “Participants … need to be distinguished from mere 

onlookers. A minimal condition for participation in a game is considering oneself 

constrained to imagine the propositions that are fictional in it.” (209) Walton provides the 

terminology that things which are true within the world of the work can be called 

“fictional” for that particular work. He explains this linguistic expression, offering that, “To 

call a proposition fictional amounts to saying only that it is ‘true in some fictional world or 

other’” (35). For example, it is fictional in the story of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” 

that Goldilocks breaks into the home of the bears and eats their porridge. It is also 

fictional in that story that Goldilocks is a young woman with blonde hair. It is not fictional 

within the story that Goldilocks flies a spaceship or can shoot laser beams out of her 

eyes. So, in order for one to participate in a game of make-believe, or to engage with a 
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mimetic work of art, it is integral that the person in question imagines the propositions 

that are fictional (true) within that world.  

In Walton’s conception of theatrical spectatorship, it might mean understanding 

and acknowledging that the actor playing Joey’s companion, Albert, is indeed that 

character and that he is genuinely going onto a battlefield to find his horse during World 

War I. But the spectator must also acknowledge that this is not absolutely true, only that 

it is fictional in the world of War Horse. The spectator is asked to understand that 

though it is true (or in Walton’s terminology “fictional”) within the world of the play, they 

should not respond in their everyday lives as if the events that unfolded on stage 

actually took place. If a member of the audience were to look for the gravestone that 

Albert left behind, it would be quite absurd. It would be equally absurd for that audience 

member to stand up in the theatre and loudly inform the rest of the audience that this is 

all just a fabrication. On the other hand, a deep emotional engagement with the 

performance that can affect an audience member long after the performance concludes 

is totally within norms of spectatorship. With this example in mind, it is possible to see 

the ways in which Walton argues that receptions of mimetic arts are always, to some 

extent, participatory. The spectator, by engaging in the fictional world of the work, is 

participating in the game of make-believe constituted by the work. They engage 

imaginatively in the world of the fiction through their participation and in doing so they 

agree to the reality of the world for the duration of the performance. They do not merely 

suspend disbelief, but actively work to support the world of the performance. Walton 

calls these mimetic works “prompters – things that encourage us to imagine other things 

(21).” He adds that “The prompter coordinates the imaginings of the participants and 
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also gives them grounds to expect such coordination – both without disruptive 

discussion (23).” Works of representational art, therefore, guide our imaginings in such 

a way that we can come to (more or less) agree on what is being displayed. Theatrical 

performances exist as prompters, guiding the spectator to imagine that what is 

happening on stage is actually unfolding in front of them. Through the prompting of the 

performance, they are asked to engage in the fictional world of the performance and in 

doing so, incorporate themselves into that fictional world. 

While Walton defines the imagination in relation to games of make-believe, 

Scruton’s conception of the imagination is anchored by the concept of belief. That is not 

to say that Scruton reads imagination as a form of belief, rather that imagination works 

to “exceed” belief. Scruton argues that, “Imagination involves thought which is 

unasserted, and hence which goes beyond what is believed…In imagination one is 

engaging in speculation, and one is not typically aiming at a definite assertion as to how 

things are. In imagination, therefore, one goes beyond what is strictly given” (97-8). 

Here Scruton understands imagination as a system that is not limited by the necessities 

of belief, and that opens opportunities for the imaginer to explore ideas unencumbered 

by the weight of belief. He reiterates this more clearly in a discussion of imagination and 

emotion, writing, “We might say – simplifying somewhat – that an emotion is, normally, 

a complex of belief and desire, united in a causal relation. But aesthetic emotions are 

not founded on belief but rather on the entertaining of propositions unasserted” (128). 

Here Scruton makes a distinction between the assertion that is entertained above in 

relation to ‘willing suspension’ and the entertaining of propositions unasserted, upon 
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which he elaborates more with the example of music considered to be “sad.” Scrutton 

claims, 

Hearing the sadness in the music then becomes the “unasserted” 
auditory perception of sadness... It is not that the music is 
analogous to the emotion, but rather that the experience of hearing 
the music is analogous to the experience of hearing the 
emotion…What is significant is that, if we attempt to explain, by 
analogy an approximation, the element of thought involved in 
hearing the music as sad then we must … resort to the general 
category of unasserted thought, and not to the category of 
judgement or belief. (127) 
 

In Scrutton’s understanding of the imagination, spectators do not entertain explicit 

propositions of the performance. Rather, the imagination aides the spectator in creating 

their response based on these unasserted propositions.  

While these two theories of imagining originally seem to be pointing in different 

directions, they both seem to come together around the idea of belief and the ability of 

the spectator’s imagination to fill out the world of the imagined. It is easy to see the 

ways in which Walton’s prompts differ from Scruton’s understanding of the unasserted 

proposition. For Scruton the spectator responds to both explicit and unasserted prompts 

in a way that allows for increased autonomy on the part of the spectator and also 

accommodates the variety of interpretations that may result from the same work. At first 

blush, Walton’s concepts of props and fictionality may seem to limit the interpretation of 

the performance event, but Walton argues that these props merely guide, but do not 

dictate the manner of imagining, so that the spectator is also able to explore imaginings 

that are complementary or even contrary to the specific prompts outlined by the work 

itself without risk of disengaging from the fictional world in any serious way. These 

different thinkers disagree on the finer points of how imagination functions; regardless, 
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they agree that an active engagement with a fictional world constitutes imagination and 

explains the reception of mimetic performance.  

Walton falls short when dealing with the ambivalence towards reality that is 

created in theatrical performance. By ambivalence towards reality, I mean the fact that 

the events that transpire in the performance space do actually happen, but they lack the 

weight and consequences associated with “real life”. For example, two characters might 

kiss on stage, while the characters may not exist outside the fictional world of the 

performance, the touching of lips most surely happens in the physical space of the 

world. I am reminded of a 2005 Daily Show interview between Jon Stewart and 

Kathleen Turner who was playing the role of Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 

In the interview, Turner is asked about the fact that she recently quit smoking, and yet 

the role required her to smoke several cigarettes a performance throughout the run.  

STEWART: Were you ever a smoker? 
TURNER: Yeah. 
STEWART: Oh, you were? Still?  
TURNER: No. Well… I have some in the play, but no.  
STEWART: You know it counts if you do it in a play 
TURNER: No, it doesn’t! 
STEWART: No, I don’t – I don’t –  
TURNER: No, I just wave it around a lot. 
STEWART: Oh, OK. Because it’s not like if you smoke in a play your 
lungs go, (whispers) ‘It’s just a play.’ 
(laughter) 
TURNER: Yeah, it’s just a play. It’s not real, yeah.  
 

This anecdote turns on the idea that the fictional world of the theatrical performance is 

created in the real world of lived experiences and that the distinctions between the 

physical actions and realities of the performance cannot be so easily extricated from the 

lives of the performers and spectators alike. Turner offers a tongue-in-cheek rebuttal to 

Stewart’s comments, seeming to agree that the cigarettes will have some impact on her 
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health at the same time that she repeats that “it’s just a play” and that “it’s not real.” 

Turner picks up on the powerful duality of the fictional world of theatrical performance: it 

is not real, nevertheless, it is happening in time, in space, with real bodies, and yet it is 

an imaginative labor. This thin line between perceived reality and the constructed nature 

of the staged performance is where the work of the imagination is most influential. It 

allows an actor to dismiss the performance as “not real” at the same time that they 

sincerely and deeply engage in the performance and the audience can go about the rest 

of their evening even after seeing all of the characters they have bonded with over the 

past three hours as a heap of bodies on the stage.  

It is this distinction that Walton leaves largely unexplained in his writings. The 

idea of prompters that was taken up above starts to engage with this distinction but falls 

short of explaining the phenomenological experience of the theatrical performance. He 

writes about a child playing with a doll that, “[he] not only imagines a baby; he imagines 

the doll to be a baby. (This is not to imagine that there is something which is both a rag 

doll and a baby. The child imagines, of something which is, in fact, a rag doll, that it is 

not a doll but a baby)” (25). This simple case is intended to explain the ways in which 

the prompters can guide imaginings, but in theatrical representation, it is possible that 

the doll that appears on the stage is an actual doll at the same time that it is 

representing a specific and specifically different doll. Alternatively, it is possible that the 

doll is representing a baby, or an animal, or any other number of things.  

Bert States, a scholar who does address these issues in his work, argues that, 

“we tend generally to undervalue the elementary fact that theatre – unlike fiction, 

painting, sculpture, and film – is really a language whose words consist to an unusual 
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degree of things that are what they seem to be” (20). It is here that the materiality of the 

object on stage can both agree and disagree with what it is intended to prompt, but the 

performers and spectators alike have to contend with the materiality of that object along 

with the thing/person/idea it represents within the fictional world of the play. States 

writes, “Essentially it is the same process that occurs when a painter portrays an image 

of his dog on canvas, except that in the theatre there is no ontological difference 

between the image and the object” (35). Walton attempts to sidestep this concern by 

arguing that, “The significance of the presence of actors may be explained by the fact 

that they are objects of the spectators’ imaginings” (26). While the characters that the 

actors represent may well become “objects of the spectators’ imaginings” the real 

physical presence of the actors in the space of the performance cannot be so easily 

dismissed. Walton also provides the basis for this argument, explaining that imaginings 

are typically grounded in the lived experience of the imaginer. He provides the example 

of a person named Fred who can imagine fictional truths that coincide with objective 

truths by explaining, 

Much of what Fred imagines is known by him to be false. But he 
imagines, also, that his name is Fred, that he prefers warm 
climates, that France is in Europe, and much else that he knows to 
be true. To say someone imagines such and such is sometimes to 
imply or suggest that it is not true or that the imaginer disbelieves it. 
Nevertheless, imagining something is entirely compatible with 
knowing it to be true (13). 
 

In Walton’s explanation, Fred understands a continuity between his imagining and the 

world which he knows. He would understand that the puppet and the puppeteers 

playing the role of Joey are present in the space and that the puppet is a puppet, not a 

horse. While Fred knows this, he also knows that these things are fictional within the 
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play and that these are the rules that have been established for effective engagement 

with this game of make-believe.  

 This continuity is what allows for the spectator to actively engage in the process 

while maintaining an awareness and understanding of the conventions of the form. 

Established conventions shape the expectation and experience of the spectator which 

allows them to render those conventions as legible. In other words, convention 

establishes the language of the performance and provides a framework within which the 

spectator is expected to function. The deliberate use of imaginative strategies allows for 

an intentional expansion of convention that asks more of the spectator and necessitates 

their direct involvement.  

Walton argues that, “If it is understood that a given object’s function is to be a 

prop in games of certain sorts, the games do not need to be set up anew each time they 

are played. Stipulations are not required to establish the relevant principles of 

generation” (53). The props that are relevant here are the conventions of the theatre 

that dictate to the spectator how to engage with the material that is presented on the 

stage. It is here that I argue the spectator is intimately aware of the actor’s very real 

presence in the theatre and accepts that presence as an integral part of the conventions 

of the performance. As States argues, “The inevitable starting point of any discussion of 

the actor’s presence on the stage is the fact that we see him as both character and 

performer” (119). The duality of the performer and the character echoes that of the 

reality and fictionality of the performance addressed above. These two points seem 

similar because they are inherently connected to the conventions of theatrical 

performance. Much as the doll above may be said to “play the role” of a doll or a dog or 
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a baby in the play without sacrificing any of the things that make it a doll, the actor plays 

the role of the character while maintaining what constitutes their own self. 

Simultaneously the audience is able to understand that the character and the actor exist 

as separate entities and imagines the character superseding the actor for the duration 

of the performance. The actor may be obscured by the imagined character, but they are 

certainly not subsumed entirely into the character. States has an understanding of this 

phenomenon that is centered primarily on the performer: “One might say that in 

becoming Hamlet or Juliet the actor throws himself into the gap between the 

hypothetical and the real” (127). By contrast, I do not argue that   the actor undergoes 

this process, but instead place the locus in the exchange between the performer in the 

audience. In mimetic performance, the actor performs in such a way that the spectator 

is able to superimpose the character over the actor and engage fully in the imaginative 

play of the performance. Moments of slippage may occur when the spectator is 

reminded of the actor performing the character, but it is the goal of most mimetic theatre 

to reduce those moments and allow the spectator to see the actor as fully subsumed 

within the character. This merging of the actor’s performance and the spectator’s 

imaginings is where the character is established and sustained.  

In an attempt to understand the emotional engagement spectators experience 

towards the fictional context of the world of the work, Walton offers the following 

observation (of an imaginary figure, Charles, who is watching a scary movie featuring a 

slime monster): “It is fictional, when we appreciate novels, plays, films, and paintings, 

that we feel compassion, exasperation, indignation, and so on, as it is fictional that 

Charles fears the slime. As these fictional truths are generated in a similar manner – in 
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part by our actual states of mind” (249-50). Here it is important to reinforce that in using 

the word fictional Walton does not mean non-existent, instead, he means that within the 

world of the game of make-believe that constitutes the experience of viewing a mimetic 

performance it is true that the spectator is experiencing these emotions. Not only, 

according to Walton, is it fictional that the spectator is experiencing these emotions, but 

it is also true in a more objective reality that the spectator is experiencing some 

semblance of that emotional state in what Walton defines as quasi-emotion. These 

quasi-emotions are distinguishable from full emotional experiences not in degree or 

kind, but in focus and response. Walton posits, “My claim is not that Charles 

experiences no genuine fear. He does not fear the slime, but the movie might induce in 

him fear of something else…This is real fear. But it is fear of the depiction of the slime, 

not of the slime itself” (202). While it is possible that Charles is not legitimately scared of 

the slime, the quasi-fear he experiences is still a part of his reception of the film. 

“Moreover, it is fictional of Charles’ actual quasi-fear feelings that they themselves are 

feelings of (real) fear, and his attendings to his quasi-fear are themselves, fictionally, 

attendings to a fearful experience. The elements of his actual experience that serve as 

props are objects of his imaginings as well, and they enhance the vivacity of his 

imaginings in the way that objects generally do” (Ibid 247). In this emotional doubling, 

we can begin to see the work of the spectator who not only responds to the work at 

hand but also generates a response to the work even within their own experience of the 

work. Though Walton does not explore the concept, it is apparent that this cyclical 

relationship between the spectator’s emotional responses to the work also generates, 

perpetuates, and potentially heightens that response. 
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Case Study: Bordertown and imaginative engagement 

In 1998, Los Angeles-based theatre company Culture Clash premiered their 

devised piece Bordertown at San Diego Repertory Theatre. The company - made up of 

Richard Montoya, Ric Salinas, and Herbert Siguenza - collaboratively create and 

perform all of their work. Culture Clash’s work primarily centers the Chicano/Latinx 

experience in the US, and Bordertown is no exception to this. The piece, written and 

developed to be performed in the San Diego area, focuses on San Diego as the titular 

bordertown and the various scenarios that proximity to the border allows. The piece is 

made up by a series of vignettes that move through the various neighborhoods of San 

Diego, each vignette attempting to examine the socio-political assumptions about the 

neighborhood as well as feelings about San Diego more broadly. Chicano Park, in San 

Diego’s historically Latinx neighborhood of Barrio Logan, takes a prominent place, as 

well as La Jolla, a well-to-do San Diego suburb that houses the University of California, 

San Diego, and some of the city’s highest property values. Bordertown sets out to 

explore and embody not only racial and ethnic diversity, but also the geographic and 

economic diversity that makes up the greater San Diego area.  

While the piece strives to move across identities, each of the numerous 

characters in the piece are performed by the Montoya, Salina, and Siguenza. These 

performers move through embodying different identities with costume changes and 

variations to their vocal patterns and physicality. As is typical of Culture Clash’s work, 

they do not attempt to reach true verisimilitude when embodying these characters. 

Instead, in a Brechtian manner, the performers comment on the characters as they 
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embody them. Culture Clash identifies their company as a comedy troupe that is 

focused on political and cultural satire (Peña iiv). This emphasis on satire generates the 

possibility for the performers to comment on the characters stylistically, but it also 

generates the kind of imaginative engagement that I discus in the previous section.  

Bordertown opens with a scene set at the border where the performance makers 

have traveled in order to research the piece that is currently being performed at the San 

Diego Rep. The play opens with the sound of screeching breaks as a Militia Man yells 

“Halt! Halt!” and the audience sees “Two Mexican illegals…frozen like deer in the harsh 

headlights” (Culture Clash 9). The script facetiously refers to these two men as 

“Mexican 1 and 2” as the characters reveal shortly after that they are in fact American 

citizens doing research for a play, the play that is ostensibly being performed at that 

moment. Mexican 1 and 2 plead with the militia man “if you look in our backpacks there, 

you will find our passports, driver’s license, sun block…We’re Americans, sir” (10). The 

fact that these two could very well be of Mexican descent as well as American citizens 

is never addressed. The complex and multi-layered identities of these characters is 

ironed down into their legal status even in the text of the play. As the two men attempt 

to explain their situation, the meta-theatricality of the moment is cemented as the militia 

man praises San Diego Rep’s annual production of A Christmas Carol and confirms that 

he is a subscriber to the theatre’s season.  

As stated above, all of these characters are played by the three performers who 

make up Culture Clash, and as such this particular scene opens the play with a demand 

for the kind of imaginative engagement Walton lays out. Each of these actors is of 

Latinx descent, but the character of the Militia Man - whose name is revealed to be 
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Frederick “Shit-Kicker” Ward - is clearly intended to be read as a white man as he 

continually disparages the presumed Mexicans and frequently deploys the use of ethnic 

slurs. This deliberate miscasting presents the audience with a “prop” that does not quite 

fit its intended role. The actor, who is legibly a person of color, is standing in for the 

white militia man, which forces the spectator to engage with this cognitive dissonance. 

The conventions of the piece demand that the spectator understand this doubling and 

that they are willing to see what is being represented despite its imperfect 

representation. The spectator then engages in the game of make believe constituted by 

the piece in order to engage with the meaning making that is happening on stage.  

At the same time, the other two characters on stage are acting as reminders of 

the constructed nature of the reality unfolding in the performance space. As they 

continually reference the theatre that they are currently performing in, and its best-

known annual production, they draw attention back to the fact that this is in-fact make 

believe. This meta-theatrical emphasis destabilizes the “willing suspension of disbelief” 

and instead demands a different kind of participation from the spectator. The spectator 

is forced to actively work to acknowledge the constructed nature of the piece and the 

mimetic work that is being done on stage. The satirical elements continually point out 

this tension, and in practice, establish engagement through imagining as an expectation 

of the performance. In this way, Bordertown stages the process of imagining by 

highlighting the props that the spectator engages with as well as the reality that these 

props refer to.  

At the beginning of Act Two, this scene is turned on its head as the action moves 

to the other side of the border. In this second iteration of the scene, two Americans are 
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running from the “Mexican Militia Man,” a mirror image of the Militia Man from Act One, 

as the scene plays out again in a very similar fashion; the similarities between the two 

locations is undeniable. The Mexican Militia Man similarly recognizes San Diego 

Repertory Theatre and also asks for tickets to see A Christmas Carol. Here again, 

Culture Clash are asking the audience to remember and reimagine the opening 

moments of the play within a new context. They ask the audience to engage in an 

imaginative game of “spot the difference” between these two versions and in doing so 

place upon them the imaginative labor of making meaning out of these similarities and 

differences.  

In addition to this matched set of scenes, Bordertown also plays with the 

audience’s assumptions about San Diego as a city and imaginatively reconstructs the 

city on stage through a series of monologues. After the opening scene the style of the 

play quickly shifts away from dialogue and into a series of longer monologues that 

provide Culture Clash with the opportunity to explore identities commonly associated 

with San Diego and destabilize the assumption audiences make about each of these 

people. This is particularly interesting as each of these characters comes to stand in not 

only for a type of person, but an area of San Diego. They tie these identities to their 

locations and push back against the assumptions of who these people are as a way of 

reconfiguring San Diego on stage. They present the city through the people who inhabit  

it: “Goth Guy,” “La Jolla Woman,” “Julia,” “Chinese Man,” “Chicano/White/Black Navy 

Guy,”  et cetera (18-27). These characters often both adhere to expectations and then 

quickly push back. In particular, La Jolla Woman (presumably affluent and White) in 

particular celebrates the diversity of San Diego and is very willing to leave the “La Jolla 
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bubble” to meet new people and explore, but quickly after she reveals that she 

considered herself to be a kind of white savior in these contexts, she opines “They were 

saying a white woman of fifty-six can’t have anything to do or say about problems that 

face a certain neighborhood. Now this really made me sad. It was terrible. I tried to bring 

a little order to their meetings, because quite frankly a lot of people didn’t know how to 

function around a table” (19). Here Culture Clash disrupts the idea of the geographically 

and socially isolated affluent La Jolla resident and then complicates that disruption by 

forcing the audience to grapple with her paternalistic worldview and cultural insensitivity.  

Bordertown confirms and challenges these stereotypes as a way of asking the 

audience to reimagine the city of San Diego. They refigure the city on stage through 

these personalities and monologues and in doing so make the city itself the subject of 

their work. The people within the city speak the lines, but as the focus shifts from 

monologue to monologue a sort of kaleidoscopic view of San Diego comes into focus. 

Since the company cannot literally stage the city, instead they bring the city together 

through metonymy and in doing so prompt the audience to imagine the complexities 

and contradictions of the city they are in. In other words, they prompt a reimagining of 

San Diego to match the stories and experiences they are trying to represent on stage. 

They deploy quick changes and character sketches to stand in for the complexities of 

the city and the audience is prompted to fill in the details in order to receive and make 

meaning out of these monologues. 

 

Theories of spectatorship  
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There has been, up to this point, an unspoken alignment of this conversation with 

the work of Bertolt Brecht. I will be the first to say that my thinking here is deeply 

indebted to that of Brecht, and while I agree with him on the most basic level as to 

finding ways to activate and challenge audiences, I think it is here that my ideas begin 

to diverge from his. Brecht wanted the audience to view the drama from an objective 

distance. In a 1926 interview, Brecht argued that, “Nowadays the play’s meaning is 

usually blurred by the fact that the actor plays to the audience’s hearts. The figures 

portrayed are foisted on the audience and are falsified in the process. Contrary to 

present custom they ought to be presented quite coldly, classically and objectively. For 

they are not matter for empathy; they are there to be understood” (15). It was Brecht’s 

goal that audiences connect with the events of the play in a critical manner that would 

ultimately lead to awareness of injustice and increased civic involvement. In his notes to 

Die Mutter, he wrote that he was, “Anxious to teach the spectator a quite definite 

practical attitude, directed towards changing the world, it must begin by making him  

adopt in the theatre a quite different attitude from what he is used to” (57). Brecht 

believed this could be achieved by distancing the audience from the drama emotionally 

in order to engage them critically. In his famous “Street Scene,” Brecht uses a 

bystander to a traffic accident as a model of the way the theatre should function: “He 

has to avoid presenting himself in such a way that someone calls out ‘What a lifelike 

portrayal of a chauffeur!’ He must not ‘cast a spell’ over anyone. He should not transport 

people from normality to ‘higher realms’” (122). It is important here to remember that 

Brecht was writing in a specific cultural moment and in response to specific aesthetic 

movements. I do not posit that Brecht’s contributions should be ignored or neglected, 
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rather the opposite, that his contributions have been so prevalent and widespread as to 

fundamentally change the expectations of theatre audiences. Brechtian techniques are 

largely no longer novel or unusual, and can be found on many stages from community 

theatres to Broadway houses. With this evolution in audience expectation, these 

techniques are open to new readings and understandings. With increased familiarity 

with theatrical techniques of abstraction comes the possibility that these abstractions 

and moments of “breaking reality” make space for audiences to engage more deeply 

both critically and emotionally with the performance.  

In order to understand the way in which the spectator is both involved with but 

not totally caught up in the performance, the concept of spectatorial distance will be 

useful. In Daphna Ben Chaim’s Distance in the Theatre: The Aesthetics of Audience 

Response, Ben Chaim takes on various theoretical conceptions of the distance between 

the spectator and the performance. Starting with Edward Bullough and moving through 

Sartre, Brecht, Artaud, and Grotowski (among others) Ben Chaim attempts to piece 

together and understand the various concepts of spectatorial distance deployed by 

these thinkers and attempts to form a unified theory of distance in the theatre. She 

posits that, “for Bullough, Sartre, and Artaud, distance is a psychological phenomenon 

basic to the perception of art” (70). Or in the words of States, “In one way or another, 

the history of the theatre can be viewed as a history of flirtation with the physical 

distance between stage and audience.” (96) It is the distance from the performance that 

provides the space for spectatorship to exist. It is only through the distance from the 

work that the viewer is able to welcome the piece into their perception and consume it 

leaving, as Peggy Phelan says, “no left-overs” (148). It is through this distance that the 
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imagination is able to engage with the work and welcome the work into the mind of the 

spectator. This connection to the spectator is not guaranteed, as Ben Chaim makes 

clear, arguing that, 

The basis for distance is that we choose to act mentally toward an 
unacknowledged unreality in some crucial ways as if it were reality. 
That we are free not to do so but that we choose to do so 
implicates us in its creation; it is a voluntary commitment to 
participate in the creation of an alternate universe. Because our 
response is voluntary, our relationship with the object is a highly 
personal one; our freedom to imagine (or not to imagine) invests 
our experience with the personal intensity characteristic of an 
investment of will. (74-5) 
 

Ben Chaim makes clear that it is in the decision to participate in the game of make-

believe that the distance between the spectator and the performance is created, but it is 

also this distance that allows the spectator to consume and ultimately (with varying 

degrees of success) digest the performance. It is in this welcoming of the performance 

into the self through the imagination that the spectator not only engages with and 

distances from the performance, but it is in this act of willfully imagining that the 

spectator creates the performance. In the words of Susan Bennett, “It is at the nexus of 

production and reception that the spectator exists” (vii). 

 With this project, I examine the ways in which theatre makers deploy Brechtian 

strategies to a distinctly anti-Brechtian purpose. In Brecht’s epic theatre, he hoped to 

use abstraction, literary strategies such as including textual elements like title cards, 

and spectatorial distance to establish an objective evaluation of the political and 

personal issues that the drama presents. My response to Brecht is not meant to 

disagree with these ideas as effective strategies at the time in which he was writing, but 

rather to re-contextualize these strategies as they have become widely accepted and 
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even conventional on today’s stages. What I wish to explore is the use of the 

imagination itself as a strategy to engage the spectator in order to achieve Brechtian 

ends through deeper engagement with and co-creation of the performance. Though 

Brecht never explicitly takes up the concept of the imagination and the imaginative 

engagement of the spectator, the concept is omnipresent throughout his thinking, 

allowing for continued development of aesthetic strategies to accomplish Brechtian 

aims.  

When Brecht engages with the idea of “engendering illusion” (122) in the theatre, 

he references conventional theatre’s removal of the imaginative work of the audience 

(though I do not posit that he would characterize it as such). That is to say, in arguing 

against a theatre based in realism/naturalism Brecht inherently argues for the 

engagement of the spectator’s imagination. Both Scruton and Walton, to varying 

degrees, make arguments about the ways in which the realism of a work serves to 

reinforce the imagination, but I argue here that the break in theatrical realism in 

coordination with established theatrical conventions calls for a deeper imaginative 

engagement with the performance that I characterize as the imaginative aesthetic. 

Theoretical differences aside, Brecht engages with the imagination through his rejection 

of realism and naturalism in performance. For Brecht, this was a violation of convention 

and expectations of the audience which in turn would distance them from the world of 

the performance cognitively and emotionally. By emphasizing abstraction and 

distancing the spectator from the world of naturalism, he prompted the spectator to 

increasingly engage the imagination. My reading of Brecht makes more sense when 

paired with Walton’s conception of imaginative engagement as a game of make-believe. 
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In choosing to engage in this game and participate in understanding and embracing the 

work of the performance the spectator becomes (in a limited way) invested in the 

creation of the performance.  

Engagement is, of course, not equal for all spectators; it could easily be imagined 

that an unwilling child or partner was brought to the performance and wishes nothing 

except for the performance to be over. These special cases aside, the “typical” 

engagement with the performance that characterizes Walton’s understanding 

necessitates a level of participation that implies investment. Within this investment, the 

spectator is willing to engage these abstractions as integral parts of the performance 

world. Though the spectator can see the puppeteers operating the puppet of the horse, 

they know that it is fictional in the play that the horse is grazing in a field. The intentional 

attempt to eliminate illusion does not then do away with the illusion in its entirety, but 

rather shifts the onus of creating that illusion from the performance makers to the 

imaginative capacity of the spectator who is invested in engaging with the fictional 

world. To reiterate, the use of abstraction may indeed accomplish the Brechtian end of 

reminding the spectator they are watching a theatrical performance that should be 

judged objectively, but it also opens a space for the spectator to re-engage with the 

performance in a way that does not ignore the anti-illusionary elements but repurposes 

them into the fictionality of the world.  

As a result, the use of these techniques of abstraction, initially intended to 

distance the audience from the production, ultimately draws the spectator further into 

the world of the play. This is not to say that this draws the spectator into, as Brecht 

fears, a culinary theatre that requires no critical engagement. Instead, this drawing into 
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the world of the performance as an imaginative co-creator, combining the imaginative 

work of the spectator with the intellectual and corporeal work of the performance 

makers allows the spectator a new type of critical engagement with the work. It invites, 

as Brecht hoped, evaluation and critical engagement with the work. Brecht believed that 

performance ought to be “Witty. Ceremonious. Ritual. Spectator and actor ought not to 

approach one another but to move apart. Each ought to move away from himself. 

Otherwise, the element of terror necessary to all recognition is lacking” (26).  He 

believed that critical engagement with the work was only possible through distancing the 

spectator from the performance in order for them to see and evaluate the issues 

objectively. I argue that this distancing opens a space for the spectator to surpass the 

passivity that Brecht was so opposed to, but in a radically different way. The spectator, 

in becoming a co-creative part of the performance, is able to engage critically not only 

with the ideas of the play but with the construction of the play as an art object.  

Richard Schechner’s concept of the “play frame” is also relevant here. In 

Performance Theory, Schechner visualizes both the “fan” and the “web” of performance 

as two different modalities through which one can understand the breadth of 

performance activities. These visual representations were constructed to emphasize 

Schechner’s idea that,  

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 (xvii). 
 

This broad conception of performance has opened up sites of research for many 

scholars, but the one of particular interest here is play. The fact that Schechner’s 
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concept of play exists on the continuum of performance dovetails nicely with Walton’s 

understanding of games of make-believe that establish the model for imaginative 

engagement with representational work. Schechner believes that, “play is what 

organizes performance, makes it comprehensible” (103). Walton’s work functions 

through a similar understanding of the role of play, specifically make-believe, and 

imaginative engagement as key to all representational art forms. While Schechner 

presents play as an indispensable precursor to theatrical performance, the two types of 

performance are separated through the ways in which they implement and maintain the 

rules that constitute their structures. Schechner traces the ways in which this was 

starting to shift with the mid-20th century advent of “happenings,” which he describes as 

“a new type of theatre.” This new type of theatre is also the category in which 

Schechner places his work with The Performance Group. He argues that, “theater has 

more in common with games and sports than with play or ritual. However, certain key 

characteristics of happenings relate more to play than anything else; this is one strong 

indication of the real break between orthodox and ‘new’ theater” (15). Though 

Schechner believes that naturalistic theatre more closely adheres to games and sports 

than to play, he posits happenings as a new type of theatre that more freely engages 

with audiences and violates established forms of conventions and thus more closely 

resembles play because of the spaces it leaves for spectatorial engagement.  

For Schechner, this engagement often takes the form of direct participation from 

the audience in the world of the performance. Dionysus in 69, arguably Schechner’s 

best-known work with The Performance Group, called for immersive staging as well as 

audience interaction at several points. Schechner even goes as far as to claim that 
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“those in the audience who know the performance can enter it at any of several places 

and change the flow of the action.” (52). Here Schechner’s “new theatre” would seem to 

be at odds with the “orthodox theatre” against which it is positioned, or at the very least 

this new theatre opens new possibilities that the orthodox theatre does not allow for. 

The pivot between these two categories is explained through their relationship to play. 

Schechner identifies the key distinction between play and theatre: “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” 

(15). What Schechner does not allow for is Walton’s argument that even the most 

orthodox theatrical production is founded on a sense of play, and that it constitutes a 

formalized version of play that is prompted through the conventions of theatrical form. 

What I argue here is that it is possible to alter the established rules of this game, and to 

engage the play frame even in productions Schechner would identify as orthodox by 

deploying the imaginative aesthetic. Through altering these rules, and often through 

direct acknowledgment that the rules are being broken or at least pushed, theatre-

makers can (and do) push the boundaries between imagination as a form of play and 

engagement with the work on an intellectual as well as emotional level. 

 

Case Study: Tim Crouch’s An Oak Tree 

In order to illustrate the way in which these techniques can work to engage and 

involve audiences, it will be helpful to turn to the work of British performance maker Tim 

Crouch. Throughout his work, Crouch plays with theatricality and with the constructed 
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nature of the performance event, embracing the imaginative aesthetic as a way to 

challenge and engage audiences. Crouch frequently treads the line between theatre 

and conceptual art, having written pieces to be performed in galleries as well as plays 

that have been deemed insufficiently theatrical by publishers9. In his article articulating 

Crouch’s connection to conceptual art, Stephen Bottoms posits that “Crouch’s approach 

challenges the widespread assumption that ‘drama’ belongs to a literary theatrical 

tradition that remains quite separate from, even hostile to, a ‘performance’ tradition 

arising in large part from innovations in the visual arts” (67). Crouch, in bridging this gap 

between drama and performance, is able to deploy the conventions of both and in doing 

so disrupt and challenge both paradigms. The clearest example of the imaginative 

aesthetic in Crouch’s work is his play, An Oak Tree. This work is particularly suited to 

the task at hand, as it explicitly engages with the push-pull of imaginative engagement 

and spectatorial distance discussed above. Through a discussion of An Oak Tree, I will 

illustrate the way that the imaginative aesthetic can redeploy Brechtian techniques in 

order to engage audiences on both emotional and intellectual levels. This piece plays 

with several layers of theatricality and pushes against an audience’s seamless 

imagining of the world of the play and through creating those challenges draws the 

audience further into the inner-workings of the play both critically and emotionally. An 

Oak Tree begins with Crouch calling up a volunteer from the audience and directly 

addresses the remaining members of the audience explaining, “Ladies and gentlemen. 

This is X (the name of the second actor). X will be performing in the play this evening. X 

has neither seen nor read it. X and I met up about an hour ago. I have given him/ her a 

number of suggestions. I’ve suggested that they enjoy themselves! But the story is as 
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new to X as it is to you” (19). Crouch welcomes this second actor onto the stage in clear 

view of the audience and explains the rules and guidelines provided for the performance 

in an exchange where the second actor, playing the role of “Father” is holding a printed 

page and reading their lines in a conversation with Crouch who is reading the lines of 

the Hypnotist,  

HYPNOTIST: Any questions before we start?  
FATHER: Not really.  
HYPNOTIST: Nothing?  
FATHER: How long is the show?  
HYPNOTIST: It’s just over an hour.  
FATHER: Okay.  
HYPNOTIST: Anything else?  
FATHER: How Free am I?  
HYPNOTIST: Every word we speak is scripted but otherwise –  
FATHER: Okay.  
HYPNOTIST: Anything else?  
FATHER: Not really.  
HYPNOTIST: Just say if you feel awkward or confused and we’ll 
stop. (20-1) 
  

Here, in full view of the audience, Crouch lays out the mechanics of how this mimetic 

performance will function. He strips the audience of their ability to willingly suspend 

disbelief. He asks instead that they embrace that disbelief as he will show through the 

rest of the performance that disbelief can coexist powerfully alongside an imaginative 

engagement with the performance event.   

Crouch continues this work with his next revelation that gives away the 

denouement and climax of the piece in the first scene informing the second actor that,   

You’re a father. Your name’s Andy. You’re 46 years old, you’re six 
foot two. Your lips are cracked. Your fingernails are dirty. You’re 
wearing a crumpled Goretex jacket. Your trousers are muddy, say, 
your shoes are muddy. You have tremors. You’re unshaven. Your 
hair is greying. You have a bloodshot eye.  
That’s great! You’re doing really well!  
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Also, you’ll volunteer for my hypnotism act. You’ll volunteer 
because I accidentally killed your eldest daughter with my car and 
you think I may have some answers to some questions you’ve been 
asking. I won’t recognise you because, in the three months since 
the accident, you’ve changed. We’ve both changed. (21-2) 

 

Crouch’s toying with theatrical convention works on multiple levels here. The first is the 

one addressed above, by experimenting with the formal expectations of a play and 

revealing the climax before the events of the performance unfold to reveal it, Crouch 

pushes back against the idea that it is the reveal or the imagined reality of the revelation 

that provides the emotional or critical response to the spectator. Crouch is showing all of 

his cards in the first scene of the play and wagering that knowing how the cards play out 

will not hinder the spectator’s ability to engage with the piece or to be moved by those 

cards. He continually asks the spectator to watch the performance on multiple levels 

and engage critically at each of those levels. 

In the above excerpt, Crouch is also delivering direct challenges to the 

imaginative work of the spectator. He highlights the physical appearance of the second 

actor in contrast with the character they are portraying. Indeed, the second actor is 

costumed only in “whatever everyday clothes the actor chooses to wear” and “can be 

either male or female, and of any adult age” (18). Despite the openness of the casting of 

the second actor, the script calls for a very specific physical description including a 

detailed description of the absent costuming. Here again, Crouch is playing with the 

audience’s ability to hold two realities in their imagination simultaneously and asking 

them to draw awareness to that ability without disengaging in either reality. Crouch 

maintains confidence that the audience can see the patent falsehood of the description 

of the second actor while simultaneously engaging in reimagining the physical presence 
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of that actor to meet the requirements of the script. The second actor then exists to the 

audience as both the second actor, but also as the father that they will play. Indeed, the 

structure of the piece echoes this duality as Crouch continually breaks through the 

reality of the performance to speak to the second actor as a performer and as the 

character of the father at separate moments. By switching back and forth between these 

two characters, Crouch never allows the audience to fully submerge in either reality but 

calls on them to continually hold both at once. By constantly challenging the imagination 

of the spectator while calling for increased imaginative engagement Crouch manages to 

foreground not only the imaginary but also the act of imagining through the 

performance.  

It is this encouragement to hold both the imagined and the process of imagining 

that I am identifying here as the imaginative aesthetic. It is not just the process of asking 

an audience to imagine, but rather to imagine while acknowledging that process of 

imagining and holding both as powerful and effective methods of co-creating the world 

of the drama. Through this the spectator is asked to replicate the work of the performer, 

both acknowledging the constructed nature of the performance while working to make it 

more fully realized within the performance space. To use Walton’s language, Crouch is 

both asking the spectator to engage in the game of make-believe and making it more 

difficult to engage. Crouch walks this delicate line with expertise and demonstrates the 

error in Walton’s thinking that, “One obvious way in which works sometimes discourage 

participation is by prominently declaring or displaying their fictionality, betraying their 

own pretense.” (275) Instead of discouraging participation, Crouch’s acknowledgment of 

the fictionality demands yet another layer of participation from the spectator. Here, the 
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active co-creation of the performance comes to the fore as the spectator engages with 

the creation of the world of the performance while acknowledging how that world is 

created. To assume that both cannot be accomplished at once is to drastically 

underestimate the ability of the modern spectator, their ability to embrace techniques of 

distance and abstraction, and overestimating the power of those techniques to create 

pure spectatorial distance.  

Crouch is a delightful example of this as he does not merely establish this 

tension initially and then move on to the rest of the piece. Instead, Crouch continually 

stages and restages the imaginative acts, forcing spectators to think about and 

challenge what they are being shown while simultaneously being carried away by a rich 

emotional experience of the piece. After the initial introductions the other storyline 

begins; I will refer to the two storylines here as the Crouch story and the Father story. 

The Crouch story is the one I have touched on above: the writer and main actor of the 

piece who has invited the second actor to join him on stage. The Father story, the main 

fictional “plot” of the piece, centers around the second actor as the father whose 

daughter was struck by a car on her way home from cello practice. The man driving the 

car is a hypnotist, played by Crouch, who (at the top of the piece) is performing his 

hypnotist act for a pub full of rowdy patrons. The father has decided to attend the 

performance in order to ask the hypnotist some questions. Through the course of the 

Father storyline, the father is selected to be in the hypnotist’s act, and the action of the 

storyline unfolds from there. Eventually, the action leaves the pub as the father and the 

hypnotist try to process their feelings of grief and guilt. Throughout the text, the two 
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storylines become increasingly intertwined as Crouch pushes against spectators’ 

expectations.  

At several moments in the script, the clear delineation between the second actor 

and the character of the father become blurred at the same time that Crouch’s initial 

claims about the rules guiding the performance are challenged: 

FATHER: Do I stay here? Do I stay sitting?  
HYPNOTIST: I don’t know.  
FATHER: You said I was doing brilliantly.  
HYPNOTIST: You are. 
FATHER: You said we could stop if I wasn’t enjoying it.  
HYPNOTIST: That was just a thing to say, to encourage you.  
FATHER: I want to stop.  
HYPNOTIST: Listen. She just stepped out. That’s all. I went round 
to the front of the car. You could still hear the music from her 
Walkman.  
FATHER: She could really play (62-3).  
 

Here Crouch challenges the spectator’s imaginative engagement in a previously 

unexplored way, specifically by violating the rules of the game of make-believe that 

were established at the beginning of the performance. Here, Crouch mirrors the way in 

which this piece has so far broken theatrical conventions by establishing new 

conventions that are also then broken. In doing so, he draws attention not only to the 

constructed nature of the staged events but to the constructed nature of events staged 

and the idea of conventions. In drawing attention to the violability of convention Crouch 

focuses the spectator’s attention on the ways in which these conventions are also a 

particular way in which the spectators have created the world of the performance. In 

breaking these rules and these conventions, Crouch again challenges the imaginary 

world of the piece not (only) to distance the audience but to stage the imaginative power 

they hold over the performance and their own responses to it. It is in entertaining the 
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unasserted thought that Crouch is a reliable narrator, who is honestly guiding both the 

second actor and the other spectators through the process, that the imaginative work of 

the audience allows for the performance to unfold in such a way that the spectator can 

be alarmed when Crouch does not hold to the established rules for the encounter.  

Crouch’s most notable, or at the least, his most direct moment of engagement 

with the audience’s productive imaginings comes early in the piece as Crouch provides 

the given circumstances to the second actor and the audience alike. Crouch prompts 

the second actor, 

HYPNOTIST: Let’s face out front. Ask who they are, say ‘And 
them?’ (i.e. the audience.)  
FATHER: And them?  
HYPNOTIST: They’re upstairs in a pub near the Oxford Road. It’s 
this time next year, say. Let’s say they’re all a bit pissed. But don’t 
worry, they’re on your side. It’s me they’re after.  
Face me.  
I’m just going to talk to them. I won’t be a second. 
(To the audience.) In a short time, I’ll be asking for volunteers from 
the audience but I’m not asking you. I’m asking some people in a 
pub a year from now. So please don’t get up. (To the FATHER.)  
That’s them dealt with! Are you okay?  
Say ‘Yes.’ 
FATHER: Yes. (22-3) 
 

Here Crouch recreates the relationship between himself and the second actor with the 

entirety of the audience. They have been cast as performers in the piece and have been 

provided specific direction on how to behave within their roles. While Crouch provides 

these instructions, he simultaneously reinforces the distancing of reminding these 

performers that it is only fictional that they are “pissed” in this pub and that they are to 

hold this conditional belief only to the extent with which it does not interfere with the 

performance event. Crouch asks these spectators to imaginatively take up a place 

within the world of the performance at the same time that he reminds them that they are 
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to maintain the proper spectatorial distance. In doing so, Crouch asks the audience to 

reflect upon not only their assumptions about their role in the performance event but the 

broader conventions of spectatorship itself. He pushes the audience to collectively think 

of the way they fit into the world of the performance. By offering the audience the direct 

imaginative task of casting themselves in the piece, Crouch explicitly invites them to co-

create the world of the performance and exposes the constructed nature of that 

performance in the quintessential execution of the imaginative aesthetic.  

In explicitly exposing the conventions of spectatorship at work in An Oak Tree, 

Crouch primes the canvas for a broader discussion of the role of the imagination in 

spectatorship at large. To come to a form of a conclusion, through this close reading of 

Crouch’s performance script, we can understand the ways in which the imagination can 

be deployed as a tool to enhance the co-creative act of spectatorship. Not only can 

imagination augment spectatorship but using the imagination to highlight the role of 

imagining in the reception of the performance event opens up a space of potential for 

the performance to create both emotional immediacy and Brechtian critical distance. 

These two ideas that are often thought of as diametrically opposed phenomena that can 

coexist within a single performance. In so doing, it is possible to create imaginative 

performances that both engage and challenge audiences—performances that make 

them think and feel in equal measure, and, ultimately, works that continue to evolve and 

adapt to ever-changing conventions and understandings of spectatorship that permeate 

the performance landscape.  

 

Conclusion 
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While it is clear that imagination in theatrical performance is in no way a new 

concept, this chapter seeks to illuminate the centrality of the imaginary to the act of 

spectatorship. In understanding the importance of imagination, it is possible to 

emphasize the ways in which it can be used to activate audiences. Much as Brecht 

sought to do, my goal is to provide a framework for theatre-makers to use in order to 

provoke audiences and involve them in the meaning-making process of theatrical 

performance. In engaging imaginatively with the performance, the spectator becomes 

part of that performance. They become responsible for part of the performance event 

itself. Through that responsibility and connection, the spectator can come to engage 

more deeply and thoughtfully with the content of the performance. This is not intended 

to be a purely emotional engagement that ‘sweeps away,’ instead, this engagement is 

one that is thoughtful. It requires the willing engagement of imagining and the choice to 

participate. This decision to participate, in its ideal version, leads to participation in a 

broader sense. It would be far too idealistic to argue that it would translate directly to the 

decision to participate in the political milieu, but at the very least it is a departure from 

the passivity often associated with spectatorship.  

As Jill Dolan puts forward in Utopia in Performance, “Audiences and performers, 

as co-creators of meaning in performance, might strive together to imagine the potential 

for radically altered social communities in the momentary suspension of disbelief that 

constitutes theater” (66). While I address the inadequacy of disbelief above, I also think 

Dolan’s statement holds true if we shift it to focus on the imaginative engagement of the 

spectator. Through the imaginative aesthetic, the spectator engages not only with the 

performance itself but with the manner of production. We can think of this as a type of 
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rehearsal for a type of viewing that the spectator can take beyond the theatre – a way of 

understanding the narratives that construct their political and social realities. In viewing 

and understanding the constructed reality of the performance event, in being asked to 

do so deliberatively by a performance, the spectator can become aware of the 

constructed nature of their own lived experience. While the imagination is a powerful 

tool for performance, it has even more raw potential beyond the confines of the 

theatrical context. It is through imagination that we can develop the idea of a world that 

is different from the one we currently inhabit. We have the power to imagine both the 

utopic and dystopic future. Through imagining, we can develop the intellectual 

framework to begin to realize these imagined realities; we can engage in the games of 

make-believe that can begin to inform our lived realities. 
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Chapter 2: Opening the blanks: spectator as reader 

While many understandings of active spectatorship are focused on physical 

engagement, this chapter will illustrate the active intellectual engagement of the 

seemingly passive spectator by outlining that process of engagement through existing 

frameworks established by Reader Response theory and its connection to imaginative 

engagement. One example of the type of work the physically passive spectator is asked 

to complete can be found in Caryl Churchill’s 1979 play Cloud 9. Churchill’s play 

requires its spectators to actively engage to understand the tensions between the 

textual world and the world of the performance. The script explicitly calls for casting 

actors who do not match the physical descriptions of their characters in terms of race, 

gender, and age. Those same actors are all recast during the intermission, many of 

them picking up characters from the first act, though they are now wearing a different 

skin. The fact that Churchill calls for this in the script would seem to violate theatrical 

conventions of naturalism and make for a very bewildering night of theatre. While many 

people undoubtedly found this to be the case, Cloud 9 is widely taught and recent 

restagings have garnered significant attention.10 This play has been the impetus for 

countless conversations about representation, gender, race, class, and the list goes on. 

What it most relevant to the task at hand, however, is what we can start to glean about 

the work of the spectator and how asking the spectator to do this kind of work can lead 

to a deeper engagement with the performance. Churchill includes gaps between the 

performer and the character they represent, which creates an opening for the spectator 

to engage and generate meaning. This kind of meaning-making is one element of the 
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active engagement of the seemingly passive spectator and this chapter will demonstrate 

a framework for understanding how this active engagement unfolds.  

In order to explore the ways in which performance invites active engagement 

from the audience, I find it useful to turn to literary theory, and specifically Reader 

Response criticism. While these theories may no longer be in vogue, they can provide 

some insight into the relationships that exist between spectators and performance in a 

theatrical context. Thinking about spectatorship using reader-response theory requires 

some explanation of the ways in which the work of the spectator differs from that of the 

traditional reader. Once this connection has been made clear, I argue that reader-

response criticism marks off a method for understanding how the spectator not only 

interprets but co-creates the performance. Spectators establish this co-creation through 

‘openings’ in the text. Reader-response theory, when adapted to a theatrical context, 

helps to illuminate the reciprocal relationship that constitutes spectatorship as well as 

clarifying methodologies to explore that relationship for political and aesthetic means.   

The concept of the open text can provide a deeper understanding of the process 

that audiences undergo in participatory theatre. By applying this concept in conjunction 

with an understanding of theories of spectatorship, one can achieve a more nuanced 

and fully formed understanding of how audiences contribute to the creation of the 

theatrical event. We come to understand how theatrical forms can be deployed to 

directly and effectively communicate with audiences. This examination builds on the 

assumption that these performances attempt to challenge the spectator in some way. 

While this is by no means universally true, it is also not necessary that the intention to 

challenge exists in order for the spectator to be challenged.  Some directors or 
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companies may even vehemently deny that their work challenges audiences in this way, 

or that it intends to. I argue that despite those disavowals, it is possible to see the ways 

in which the dialogue between audiences and the work create an expanded space for 

engagement with and understanding through these performances. By looking at 

performance texts that are more immediately recognizable as “open,” the generally 

open nature of live performance becomes apparent. This is not to say that all 

performance texts are equally open (or that it would be possible or desirable to quantify 

openness definitively), but rather that in the very nature of performance a space for the 

spectator is always already configured into the event. It is through this opening for 

spectatorship that the audience can engage with the work. Immersion into the work is 

not proprietary to literature; in fact, Reader Response theory’s repeated use of theatrical 

terminology and language provides valuable insight into the role of theatrical 

performance as a model for this particular way of thinking through the relationship 

between reader and text.  

 The object of study here, in particular, will be theatre that is created through a 

process of devising, also commonly referred to as devised theatre, or collective 

creation. I provide a more detailed examination of this term in the Introduction, but, 

broadly speaking, devised theatre is created by a group of artists working together to 

generate a performance, typically without a predetermined script, though some writing 

may enter the space as material from which the performance is to be created. This 

particular type of theatre offers a unique opportunity to straddle what could be thought 

of as the two extremes of participatory theater, situated between explicit participation 

and anticipated passivity. Devised theatre (broadly speaking) asks its audiences to do 
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more, while (typically) maintaining the clear delineation between performance and 

spectator. This difficulty arises as a result of various factors that converge to complicate 

simplistic definitions of devised work.  Primarily, the terminology does not necessarily 

indicate any quality of the realized performance; instead, it indicates a process of 

working, and it is through this process that the performance is created. This process 

leaves an indelible mark on the performance itself, but this mark is far too ephemeral to 

be the cause of classification.  

The problem of definition then seems simple enough: classify the process of 

creation that sets this category of work apart from others and prioritize that process as 

the defining characteristic. Upon further review of the scholarship surrounding the 

history and classification of devised work, this too proves to be complicated. Diana 

Heddon and Jane Milling, in Devising Performance: A Critical History, choose to outline 

devised work as theatrical performance that is written through a rehearsal process, or a 

rehearsal process that begins without a script. Kathryn Syssoyeva and Scott Proudfit, in 

A History of Collective Creation, find this definition to be too limiting, as it excludes a 

number of performance-making companies that use the script as the departure point 

from which to create their performance. They decide instead “to focus above all on 

companies that have themselves defined their own processes as ‘collective creation’ 

and to explore how that definition manifests in practice” (5). While this non-definition 

opens itself to numerous criticisms, it seems to be most in line with the spirit of 

collective creation. It is actually through exploring the myriad ways in which these 

companies define a process of devising that the multiplicity of the term itself can be 

excavated if never fully encapsulated.  
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It will be useful here to offer a brief explanation as to why the question of 

definition is so difficult, beyond the expansion of already provided outlines. The problem 

in finding a singular definition is that there are almost as many methodologies for 

devising work as there are devised works themselves. Many companies working in a 

collective adapt and change their methodology of devising from piece to piece or even 

when reworking or restaging a previously devised work. Many companies work directly 

with playwrights who shape the material generated by the company into a more 

formalized script. Some companies are helmed by artistic directors that make the final 

call on what does or does not ultimately make it into the performance. Some companies 

strive for the process to be utterly egalitarian with each voice carrying equal weight. 

Many companies that work in a devised methodology have extensive training in 

specialized movement styles, which are integral to their process. These various 

modalities of creating work are all typically housed under the single title of devised 

theatre. While this imprecision is frustrating, it is what lead Scott Proudfitt and Kathryn 

Syssoyeva to write that, “Collective creation is in this sense at once an artistic form and 

a social practice, which, in the very structure of its creative processes, appears to 

foreground the complexities of give and take that lie at the core of all human interaction”  

(2013b: 26). Through this denial of consistent form or convention, devised work 

continually reinvents itself and continually evades expectation. In foregrounding process 

and multi-vocality, theatre makers allow for a unique exploration of the interactions 

between the spectator and the performance. This process of creating work necessitates 

openness through which the spectator engages imaginatively.  
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Spectator as Reader 

This section will demonstrate the ways in which the spectator is an active reader 

of the performance and expand existing frameworks of Reader Response theory to a 

performance context. Reader-response theory is particularly useful here, not only 

because it takes into account the role of the reader in the meaning-making process, but 

also because it recasts the role of that reader as that of an active participant. Upon 

further review of reader-response criticism, the number of times “performance,” 

“performing,” “theatrical texts,” and the metaphor of the stage are deployed is 

noteworthy, to say the least. While this does help transfer some concepts from reader-

response criticism to a performance context, it also complicates that translation as these 

theorists are thinking through the implications of these texts as written on the page, not 

as a embodied experience. In order to bridge this gap, it is necessary to understand the 

process of reading as it is presented through reader-response criticism and clarify how 

theatrical spectatorship is similar and different.  

When discussing the act of reading Stanley Fish 11 addresses the encounter 

between the reader and the sentence, writing “[The sentence] is no longer an object, a 

thing-in-itself, but an event, something that happens to, and with the participation of, the 

reader. And it is this event, this happening – all of it and not anything that could be said 

about it or any information one might take away from it – that is, I would argue, the 

meaning of the sentence” (125). Fish recasts the experience of reading as a 

performance, one that exists between the reader and the text as an active exchange. In 

other words, the reader, through reading and interpreting the sentence performs the role 

of meaning-maker. For Fish, the sentence on the page is meaningless until it becomes 
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part of the action undertaken by the reader. The reader must perform their role in order 

for the sentence to generate meaning. In this way, reading moves beyond a mere 

exchange or an act of interpretation and becomes an active generation of meaning. 

Wolfgang Iser also takes up the idea of the text acting upon the reader, “As the reader 

passes through the various perspectives offered by the text and relate the different 

views and patterns to one another he sets the work in motion, and so sets himself in 

motion, too” (21). For Iser, the text and the reader become activated in partnership and 

act upon each other. It is in the attempt to negotiate within the text and the attempt to 

understand and make meaning that the reader becomes active and engaged with the 

work.  

Louise Rosenblatt separates out the idea of the text (the words on the page) from 

the poem (the work that is created as reader and text interact). She concludes, “The 

poem, then, must be thought of as an event in time. It is not an object or an ideal entity. 

It happens during a coming-together, a compenetration, of a reader and a text” (12). For 

Rosenblatt then, the poem does not exist as an independent object, it is the result of the 

interaction of the text and the reader, and as such, exists only in the moments of 

exchange. The poem is an interactive performance of meaning-making between the text 

and the reader. Just like live performance it exists “in time” and cannot be extracted 

from its temporal nature.  

While all three of these thinkers clearly connect the act of reading to the idea of 

performance, it is not so easy to see how this reading can be unproblematically 

translated to theatrical spectatorship. When encountering a literary text, the reader must 

choose to engage with the text as object and consciously choose to read the written 
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word and continue to turn the pages or scroll through the screen. Each moment of 

reading in this context is a conscious choice for active engagement. Performance 

spectatorship, by contrast, appears to be more passive as it lacks the physical 

engagement of the turning page. The traditional audience member is more-or-less 

stationary, in their seat, as the performance unfolds in front of them without the need for 

page turning or frequently without the need to read any words at all.  

This perceived passivity is often equated with thoughtless absorption in the work. 

I argue that while the reader may not be actively turning pages, there is an active 

engagement at work that mirrors the interactive processes of reading that all three of 

the thinkers above explore. For Fish, the exchange is focused on the process of 

meaning-making; the reader makes the sentence perform in trying to discern the 

meaning they can make out of it:  

Of course the value of such a procedure is predicated in the idea of 
meaning as an event, something that is happening between the 
words and in the reader’s mind, something not visible to the naked 
eye, but which can be made visible (or at least palpable) by the 
regular introduction of a ‘searching’ question (what does this do?) 
(128)  
 

This “searching question” is just as integral to theatrical spectators as it is to readers of 

the written word. Anyone who has ever heard the hoarse whisper of another patron ask, 

“who is that?” or “why is he mad at her?” or even the dreaded “wait, what just 

happened” can attest to the fact that theatrical spectators are continually working to 

make meaning out of the shifting relationships and ideas presented on stage. While the 

ideas of what is happening are sometimes given through explicit exposition, they are 

also sometimes merely implied through a touch or a subtle shift of mood or tone. These 
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are symbols that the audience must engage with and read as a three-dimensional living 

text in order to make meaning out of the performance event.  

Iser provides a bridge for thinking through this meaning making process and the 

ways the reader engages in the imaginative co-creation of the work. Iser makes the 

connection between the imaginative engagement discussed in the previous chapter and 

the act of reading explicit. Iser’s understanding of reading is more firmly grounded in the 

literary text and is, therefore, more difficult to connect to the experience of spectatorship 

but is nevertheless equally applicable. Iser is more focused on the imaginative labor 

undertaken by the reader, writing, 

[A]lthough the textual perspectives themselves are given, their 
gradual convergence and final meeting place are not linguistically 
formulated and so have to be imagined. This is the point where the 
textual structure of his role begins to affect the reader. The 
instructions provided stimulate mental images, which animate what 
is linguistically implied, though not said. A sequence of mental 
images is bound to arise during the reading process, as new 
instructions have continually to be accommodated, resulting not 
only in the replacement of images formed, but also in the shifting 
position of the vantage point, which differentiates the attitudes to be 
adopted in the process of image-building. Thus, the vantage point 
of the reader and the meeting place of perspectives become 
interrelated during the ideation activity and so draw the reader 
inescapably into the world of the text. (36) 
 

Iser points out that the action of reading takes place not only in the literal act of reading 

the words but in putting those words together into imagined images and a continual 

shifting and managing of those images throughout the reading process. This is how, for 

Iser, the reader is drawn into the “world of the text” through producing their own 

imaginative imagery in order to complete the performance prompt that the author offers 

in the form of the text. While Iser presents an interesting point with regards to the 

imaginative labor of the spectator, the focus of that labor on the production of images 
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limits Iser’s theory unnecessarily. He limits this type of labor to the reader that imagines 

those images while processing written text, but it would also seem to make Iser 

irrelevant to a conversation about theatrical spectatorship.  

 This is one of the ways in which literature is commonly thought to elicit a more 

active involvement from the reader than theatre. In theatre, the images are provided for 

the spectator, they are not asked to conjure the world from the text, whereas Iser writes, 

“We may assume that every literary text in one way or another represents a perspective 

view of the world put together by (though not necessarily typical of) the author. As such, 

the work is in no way a mere copy of the given world – it constructs a world of its own 

out of the material available to it” (35). 

The mimetic theatrical performance, however, does present a realized version of 

that world – except of course, that it doesn’t at all. Just like the literary reader, the 

theatrical spectator is given a skeleton of the world of the performance. That skeleton 

may contain a different type of flesh than the literary skeleton, but the world of the 

performance is always only a portion of a fully realized world. This is not to follow in 

Iser’s footsteps to claim that the spectator imagines the “given world” outside of what 

the performance specifically calls for, only to point out that Iser’s understanding of the 

imagined world is also applicable to the world of the performance. We can return here to 

the opening example of Cloud 9 and the myriad ways Churchill generates these 

openings in the performance text. Therefore, if this imaginative labor is what is required 

of the reader, the similar actions of the theatrical spectator allow us to understand 

theatrical spectatorship as another kind of “reading” and equally open to the 

understanding of the reciprocal relationship between the text and the reader. That is not 
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to say that Iser’s understanding can be applied directly to a performance context without 

complication. Looking at the exchange between live performance and the spectator 

complicates this act of reading, but that does not detract from the numerous ways that 

these two interpretive acts overlap.  

Rosenblatt’s contribution is helpful to understand performance as a text that is 

offered as a prompter for engagement, specifically one that is incomplete without the 

interpretive act. She divides reading into different categories, the aesthetic and the 

nonaesthetic, arguing that “The contrast derives primarily from the difference in the 

reader's focus of attention during the reading-event.” (Rosenblatt 23) For nonaesthetic 

reading, the reader is reading for practical purposes, in order to gain information that 

has direct application to their lived experience, things like how to use a fire extinguisher 

or the proper way to provide the Heimlich maneuver. “In aesthetic reading, in contrast, 

the reader's primary concern is with what happens during the actual reading event” (Ibid 

24). For Rosenblatt, it is not the text itself that distinguishes the difference in the type of 

reading, though different texts are more easily lent to a particular type of reading, it is 

rather the intention and mindset of the reader that establishes the distinction. To 

transfer this to a theatrical concept can be done without much difficulty.  

It can be broadly assumed that most audience members attend a theatrical 

performance with the expectation of an aesthetic experience. While there are, of course, 

exceptions to this, the general audience is approaching the performance as an aesthetic 

event and are entering with the proper aesthetic attitude. Indeed, she confirms this 

understanding later in the text, writing “A decision to ‘go to the theatre’ is another 

definite prior choice of stance, implying a readiness to adopt an aesthetic attitude” (80). 
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Rosenblatt describes this attitude as, “sensing, feeling, imagining, thinking, synthesizing 

the states of mind, the reader who adopts the aesthetic attitude feels no compulsion 

other than to apprehend what goes on during this process, to concentrate on the 

complex structure of experience that he is shaping and that becomes for him the poem, 

the story, the play symbolized by the text” (26). For Rosenblatt, this play is symbolized 

by the literary text, but for the theatrical spectator, that play has been realized in 

physical space. But it would not be out of bounds to describe the phenomenological 

experience of watching the performance unfold using the same description from 

Rosenblatt above.  

Rosenblatt does not fully embrace the similarities between the theatrical 

spectator and the aesthetic reader. She complicates this understanding by comparing 

the reader to a pianist, offering that “[t]he reader of a text who evokes a literary work of 

art is, above all, a performer, in the same sense that a pianist performs a sonata, 

reading it from the text” (28). If we continue the metaphor above and connect it to the 

idea of the “play symbolized by the text,” then the reader becomes more like an actor on 

the stage, rather than an audience member when encountering the text. Here 

Rosenblatt draws the comparison specifically to the interpretive act of the pianist. 

Through this interpretation, each performance of the sonata is realized slightly 

differently through the pianist’s interpretation. In this same way, each reading of the text 

is slightly different based on the differences between the various readers. And in the 

same way, the theatrical performance is open to various interpretations and readings. 

Each audience member finds a slightly different understanding of events, character, and 
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interpretation. Again, the direct comparison between these different types of readings is 

clear, though additional layers of interpretation further complicate this comparison.  

By referencing “additional layers of interpretation,” I am referring to the layers of 

interpretation that are added by designers, directors, actors, and producers that do not 

exist in the exchange between the literary text and the reader. These added layers of 

interpretation mean that in the world of contemporary theatre, the spectator is not 

interpreting the text at all, instead, in Rosenblatt’s terminology they are interpreting the 

poem. For the sake of clarity, we can call the poem here the performance, but it is 

important to clarify that the theatrical spectator is “reading’ and interpreting not the text 

itself, but an interpretation of that text. While this is not a new idea, it is one that is 

important to point out when attempting to think through how reader-response criticism 

can help think through spectatorship. In order to think through this in the terminology 

that Rosenblatt lays out, the text that the spectator sees is the poem that has been 

created by the creative team behind the performance which is then interpreted as its 

own text and the spectator’s experience then becomes a new “poem.” The spectator, 

just like the reader, performs. The spectator imagines, interprets, understands, feels, 

and explores the performance as an aesthetic experience, as Rosenblatt says, “What 

makes it art rather than, say, history, is that a particular kind of relationship with a text 

has been lived through” (32). The theatrical audience clearly engages in a lived 

experience through the act of spectating.  

 

Case Study: Gatz and Spectator as Reader 
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One performance that managed to encapsulate the imaginative labor of both the 

reader and the spectator was Elevator Repair Service’s 2010 production of Gatz at the 

Public Theatre. In this production, a man enters an office space and sits down at his 

desk only to find his computer does not work. As a result, he picks up a copy of The 

Great Gatsby and starts to read aloud. According to Elevator Repair Service’s website 

“At first his coworkers hardly notice. But after a series of strange coincidences, it’s no 

longer clear whether he’s reading the book or the book is transforming him” 

(elevator.org).  Throughout the piece, the other actors in the space start to take on the 

roles in the novel as the original character reads from the book. As he continues to 

read, he takes on the character of Nick and a narrator as the other performers take up 

various other roles from the book. Throughout the course of the six-hour performance, 

every word of The Great Gatsby is read aloud “excluding the chapter titles themselves” 

(ibid). The performance transforms the bleak, drab office space into the jazz-era home 

of Jay Gatsby and the characters seamlessly imbue the various trappings of the office 

with the same reverence and grandeur.  

This production provides a glimpse into the work of the reader by illustrating on 

stage the process of figuration the reader undertakes as the performance unfolds. While 

the novel unfolds around Nick as the narrator, he also takes up the position of Nick 

Carraway from the novel and continues to cast the other actors as characters from the 

novel. The embodiment of the narrator and protagonist by the central performer echoes 

the first-person narration of the novel and demonstrates the transubstantiation that the 

reader undergoes as they become immersed in the novel. Ben Brantley, in his New 

York Times review writes  

http://elevator.org/
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The blurring of Nick the reader into Nick the narrator is, I promise 
you, unlike anything you’ve ever seen in the theater. From the 
beginning the two figures share a Midwestern accent and a plain, 
unmistakably American attractiveness that doesn’t call attention to 
itself. This neutrality is a perfect starting point for the rendering of a 
novel in which a reticent man finds himself drawn increasingly into 
the more flamboyant lives of others, particularly of one mysterious 
tycoon named Jay Gatsby and a reckless rich girl called Daisy 
(Brantley). 
 

As the reader (in this production played by Scott Shepherd) folds into the character of 

Nick, the spectator witnesses the imaginative process of reading unfold on the stage, 

but at the same time the spectator is being confronted with the meaning making process 

they themselves are undergoing. Indeed, the idea of the reader folding into the 

character is an act of interpretation and meaning making on its own. Yes, this act of 

interpretation is strongly supported by the production, but it is the individual spectator 

that has to ultimately make the leap to understanding.  

Gatz provides a particularly fruitful site to build this understanding as it was 

generated by a company that works in a devised methodology using the text of the 

novel as the impetus for the staging. The use of the novel makes the parallels between 

reading and spectating particularly clear. As stated above, the spectator in Gatz is 

asked to fill in the blanks in both location and character; to quote Brantley again  

It’s unlikely that these actors…would be cast in these parts in a full-
dress, conventional “Gatsby.” But Nick’s vision magically bestows 
upon them all the traits they require. And because it is the reader’s 
idea of them (and you come to identify with the reader the way he 
identifies with Nick Carraway), you don’t get that disappointment 
that so often comes when actors fail to live up to your expectations 
of a character…In ‘Gatz’ I never felt any jarring discrepancy 
between actors and roles. Mr. Collins’s brilliantly paced production 
endows Mr. Shepherd’s character with the godlike powers 
conferred on a reader by a great novelist. We the audience are the 
vicarious creators of Nick and Daisy and Gatsby (Ibid).  
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Here Brantley demonstrates the way in which the audience becomes the reader in the 

performance even as Nick performs the actual reading. It is the audience that creates 

the characters out of the performances of the actors and their understandings of the 

text. We can come to understand the act of spectating as akin to the act of reading as 

they unfold concurrently throughout the production. This unfolding provides a 

convenient site upon which to situate the understanding of the spectator as a kind of 

reader of the performance text. Gatz, in particular, offers further insight into the project 

of the spectator as reader through its deployment of imaginative aesthetics and devised 

methodologies.  

 

Different Types of Openness  

Devised theatre is a particularly bedeviling centerpiece of this conversation as it 

subverts many of the established conventions of theatrical writing. As mentioned above, 

devised performance is frequently created through an embodied practice that treats the 

written word as equal to the physical expression or more plastic elements of the 

performance. As a result of this leveling, locating the text for a devised performance is a 

fraught endeavor, particularly when thinking through the multiple layers of interpretation. 

I will turn to thinkers in both Performance Studies and reader-response theory for 

language to talk about the ways in which devised performance, in particular, opens 

multiple sites of ‘reading’ through which the spectator can engage with the work. I will 

illustrate how Roland Barthes, Richard Schechner, and Umberto Eco all take up the 

concept of opening the aesthetic object for increased engagement through active 

reception. By considering the concepts these thinker outline, I will build a new 
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framework for understanding the way performance specifically creates what I will call 

open-blanks through which the spectator engages imaginatively. The precise use of 

terminology will offer some difficulty here as each of these three thinkers marks their 

particular thought with precise and occasionally overlapping use of language. In order to 

minimize confusion, I have confined the use of these terms to their specific authors. 

Rather than attempting to engage with conflicting terminology, I shift the focus to the 

ways in which each author feels the aesthetic object has/is/can connect to the 

conversation surrounding openness.  

When Barthes takes up the question of openness in S/Z (1974), he is clearly 

calling for an increased focus on his version of the open text, the “writerly text.” He 

defines this type of text in opposition to the “readerly” work. In favor of the writerly text, 

Barthes writes, “the goal of literary work (of literature as work) is to make the reader no 

longer a consumer, but a producer of the text” (4). He further elaborates this distinction 

between work and text in both “The Death of the Author” (1977) and “From Work to 

Text” (1986). In the latter essay, Barthes writes that “the work is held in the hand, the 

text is held in language: it exists only when caught up in a discourse (or rather it is Text 

for the very reason that it knows itself to be so); the Text is not the decomposition of the 

work, it is the work which is the Text's imaginary tail” (1986: 57-8). The text, for Barthes, 

does not exist only as a physical object. It exceeds those constraints as well as the 

traditional meaning and narrative associated with literary works. According to Barthes, 

“The Text is a little like a score of this new kind: it solicits from the reader a practical 

collaboration. A great motivation this, for who executes the work?” (1986: 63) For 

Barthes, the differentiation between these two styles lives most importantly in the 
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relationship they form with the reader and the work they are asked to do: “We know now 

that a text is not a line of words releasing a single 'theological' meaning (the 'message' 

of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of 

them original, blend and clash” (146). It is not in the creation of a hermeneutically 

sealed narrative that literature reaches its apex, but in its close exchange with the 

reader and the space it leaves for interpretation and multiple readings.  

Barthes describes the limitations that privileging the role of the author can offer, 

“To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final 

signified, to close the writing” (147). In the text, the author holds no such position of 

authority. Barthes claims that in the text the author is on level ground with the reader: 

It is not that the Author cannot "return" in the Text, in his text, but 
he does so, one might say, as a guest; if he is a novelist, he 
inscribes himself there as one of his characters, drawn as a figure 
in the carpet; his inscription is no longer privileged, paternal, 
alethic, but ludic: he becomes, one can say, a paper author; his life 
is no longer the origin of his fables, but a fable concurrent with his 
life (61-2) 

 

Deemphasizing the author allows an opening for the reader to create meanings and 

understandings from the text that are not limited by a singular interpretation, since they 

defy interpretation by definition. “To interpret a text,” Barthes writes, “is not to give it a 

(more or less justified, more or less free) meaning, but on the contrary to appreciate 

what plural constitutes it” (1974: 5). This understanding of the text translates remarkably 

well to the multivocal process of devising performance. Devised work often resists 

simple categorization, or singular, linear, plot-focused performance traditions. The shift 

away from the authority of the singular author into the collectively created performance 

necessitates a multiplicity of ideas and interpretations in its creation, but also in the 
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reception of the work. The devised “text” (to use Barthes’ term) is established in its 

creation as one in which the texts that inhabit the spectator are invited to clash with the 

texts that constitute the performance.  

Richard Schechner focuses his discussion of openness around the formal 

expectations of the spectator in his collection, Performance Theory. He breaks the 

performance even into several distinct terms he uses to process the various layers at 

work in a performance event. The formal terms that Schechner deploys are “script,” 

“drama,” “theater,” and “performance” though he acknowledges that these words “are 

loaded, and none has neutral synonyms” (70). He justifies his fraught use of these 

terms by pointing out that his “choice is either to invent new words, which no one will 

pay attention to, or to use the old words in as precise a manner as I can, hoping to 

define regions of restrictive meaning into the more general areas covered by these 

words” (ibid). He clarifies the scope of these terms visually as concentric circles moving 

from the largest to smallest in the following order: performance, theatre, script, drama. 

This ordering might seem strange as the script, in colloquial speech, refers to the written 

text of the performance, but the script, in Schechnerian terms, is “something that pre-

exists any given enactment, which persists from enactment to enactment” (68). He 

likens the script to the ritual dance that is passed from generation to generation. In a 

traditional theatrical context, the drama is the text of the performance, “And just as 

drama may be thought of as a specialized kind of script, so theater can be considered a 

specialized kind of performance.” (70) With these terms, Schechner attempts to break 

down the performance event into component parts while still emphasizing their 

interconnectedness.  
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This terminology becomes most useful to a conversation about openness as 

Schechner turns to his “new theatre.” He zeroes in on the increased focus on the script-

drama relationship that predominates modern stages as separate from the theatre-

performance relationship that is indicative of ritual theatre. He divides these two pairings 

into visual discs with drama nestled inside of script and theatre surrounded by 

performance. He posits that, “What is happening [in the new theatre] is an increasing 

attention to the seams that apparently weld one disc to the others. Illusionistic mimetic 

theater is based on hiding the seams joining drama to script to theater to performance” 

(72). This focus on the seams, Schechner argues, allows the new theatre to create an 

opening for the audience in a neo-Brechtian manner, “Instead of being absorbed into 

the event the spectator is invited (or forced) to experience where the event is ‘weak’ and 

disjunctive. This breaking apart is analogous to the process of defiguration and 

abstraction that happened earlier in painting, and which has left a permanent mark on 

all the arts” (73). For Schechner, the opening in the audience comes from prying apart 

these concepts that have become so fully fused in our cultural understanding. By 

focusing on these seams, the performance maker is able to disrupt the spectator’s 

horizon of expectation. Schechner does not lean into the political possibilities of this 

seam-opening work but offers another way to think through the concept of “open” texts 

through a performance-specific lens.  

Devised theatre is maintained as a category through its relationship to what 

Schechner calls the drama. Devised work always already challenges the fusing of the 

drama-script disc merely by labeling itself as devised or as a product of collective 

creation. In this way, it is easy to draw the connection between the type of openness 
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Schechner discusses and devised performance. But it is also possible to think of an 

audience member that is unaware of the conventions or definitions of devised theatre 

and can’t readily make the connection to how the creation of this performance impacts 

their interpretation. It is here that a definition of openness entorely founded in the formal 

elements of the production falls short. This type of openness assumes a level of pre-

existing knowledge with regards to formal expectations of the work. While it is useful 

here to illustrate the ways in which the creation of devised work lends itself to this type 

of reading, Schechner’s theory does not offer a satisfying explanation of how these 

types of work can open themselves to a broader audience.  

Eco works through the idea of what constitutes an open work in his essay “The 

Poetics of the Open Work.” He writes that open works “appeal to the initiative of the 

individual performer, and hence they offer themselves, not as finite works which 

prescribe specific repetition along given structural coordinates, but as ‘open’ works, 

which are brought to their conclusion by the performer at the same time as he 

experiences them on an aesthetic plane.” (2006: 48-9) By contrast, for Iser, the open 

work is a work that allows itself to remain open to interpretation. It does not present a 

single, fixed meaning, but rather works much like Fish’s example of kinetic art from 

“Literature In The Reader.” Fish argues that “The great merit (from this point of view) of 

kinetic art is that it forces you to be aware of ‘it’ as a changing object-and therefore no 

‘object’ at all – and also to be aware of yourself as correspondingly changing. Kinetic art 

does not lend itself to a static interpretation because it refuses to stay still and doesn't 

let you stay still either.” (140) Eco’s concept of the open work seems to agree with 

Fish’s assessment of literature as a kinetic art form. It requires the shifting perspective 
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of the reader in order to complete it, much the same way that the audience completes 

the performance event by engaging and interpreting. The open work both needs and 

invites the work of the reader/spectator as an integral part of the aesthetic experience.   

For Eco, the open work is one that offers suggestions rather than prescriptions to 

the reader, “This search for suggestiveness is a deliberate move to ‘open’ the work to 

the free response of the addressee. An artistic work which ‘suggests’ is also one which 

can be performed with the full emotional and imaginative resources of the interpreter” 

(1979: 53). In making space for the reader to draw conclusions or complete the work 

through their own participation, the open work calls for a co-creation of the text which 

draws in the reader and makes them complicit in the creation of the work. Significantly, 

Eco turns to Bertolt Brecht as an example of the ways in which “the work is ‘open’ in the 

same sense that a debate is ‘open’” (1979: 55). Eco identifies Brecht’s desire to pose 

questions to the audience through the Epic mode as characteristic of an open work. In 

regards to Brecht, Eco writes, “Having presented these tension points (by following the 

well known technique of epic recitation, which does not seek to influence the audience, 

but rather to offer a series of facts to be observed, employing the device of 

‘defamiliarization’), Brecht’s plays do not, in the strictest sense, devise solutions at all. It 

is up to the audience to draw its own conclusions from what it has seen on stage” (ibid). 

Eco makes it explicitly clear that designation of a work as open is not restricted to 

literary texts. Iser also takes up the idea of a work that is completed by the reader but 

with a focus on the imaginative work of the reader.  

Iser discusses this not as a fundamental openness of the work, but rather as a 

structure or feature within the work that functions to draw the reader into the text. He 
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calls these features “blanks.” He highlights their importance to the role of the reader, 

“The gaps [in the text] function as a kind of pivot on which the whole text-reader 

relationship revolves. Hence the structured blanks of the text stimulate the process of 

ideation to be performed by the reader on terms set by the text” (169). In other words, 

Iser argues that the blanks in the text function as a structural element that stimulates the 

reader’s imaginative understanding of the text. These blanks allow for Iser to observe 

that, “‘consistent interpretation’ or gestalt is a product of the interaction between the text 

and reader, and so it cannot be exclusively traced back either to the written text or to 

the disposition of the reader” (119). He argues that through this process “we actually 

participate in the text, and this means that we are caught up in the very thing we are 

producing. This is why we often have the impression, as we read, that we are living 

another life” (127). For Iser, this takes place through the creation of mental images the 

reader forms as they read. He argues that the blanks in the text exist to be filled through 

the reader’s imagination.  

The blank, however, designates a vacancy in the overall system of 
the text, the filling of which brings about an interaction of textual 
patterns. In other words, the need for completion is replaced here 
by the need for combination. It is only when the schemata of the 
text are related to one another that the imaginary object can begin 
to be formed, and it is the blanks that get this connecting operation 
underway…Consequently, when the schemata and perspectives 
have been linked together, the blanks “disappear.” (182-3) 
 

While Iser’s disappearing blanks may function for the literary reader in this way, I argue 

that the function of these blanks in a theatrical context is quite different. It is through 

understanding the ways in which theatrical performances deploy these blanks to create 

open works that can provide nuanced insight into the innerworkings spectatorship. For 

Iser, the blanks are filled in by the reader and therefore disappear. They act as the point 



 

 
 

90 

of entry, but in their fulfillment by the reader, they are rendered invisible. In a theatrical 

context, which is already partially focused in the visible, these blanks can take on a 

different shape.  

 Blanks in a theatrical context may include something referenced off-stage, which 

would function in a similar manner to the literary context outlined by Iser. However, 

there is another type of blank that is far more common in theatrical performance that is 

not based in realism. We can return here to the example of Churchill’s Cloud 9. This 

play creates these blanks, and then fills those blanks with incongruous bodies. The 

bodies that enact these characters challenge audiences with every reminder of the 

ways in which they do not fit into the role they have been assigned. The spectator 

cannot fall into simply receiving the narrative, they are asked to engage repeatedly in 

the creation of the performance. In a literary context, these blanks would be 

imaginatively filled by the reader, but in the theatrical context, the physical presence of 

the blank resists being filled. Blanks, in the lived experience of the theatrical 

performance, continually announce their presence and draw attention to their nature as 

blanks. Blanks cannot ever be filled and in their resistance to being filled they 

continually maintain the openness of the work.  

 

The Open-Blank 

The hyper-presence of these types of blanks operate in a theatrical context to 

make a kind of open-blank that combines the opportunity outlined by Eco for spectators 

to become involved with the creation of the performance at the same time that they fulfill 

the immersive world-building that Iser outlines. The open-blank then allows the 
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spectator to become actively involved in the performance through both the imaginative 

context as well as the creation of meaning that completes the performance of the work. 

Open-blanks are present throughout many types of theatrical production, but they are 

particularly integral and pronounced in the work of many companies that create devised 

work. I attribute the nature of these open-blanks within devised work to both aesthetic 

choices and additionally to the openness of the methodology of creating the work. In 

order to create a piece of devised theatre, a company must be open to input from a 

variety of sources. This is true under any definition of devising or any company that 

identifies their work as devised. These companies have to leave spaces to incorporate 

other ideas and spaces where contributing ideas do not align with one another perfectly. 

These openings that are integral to the creation of the work are sustained through the 

performance and are then transferred to the audience as open-blanks or spaces for 

continued collaboration through active spectatorship. This is not to say that the 

audience physically joining in the action of the performance, or through call and 

response results in open-blanks. These types of explicit participation constitute more 

than just an openness in the performance and certainly exceed the definition of blanks 

as set forward by Iser.  

Eco pushes back against these types of participation on the part of the interpreter 

when discussing modern music. He writes, “we can say that the work in movement is 

the possibility of numerous different personal interventions, but it is not an amorphous 

invitation to indiscriminate participation” (1979: 62). The call for open participation in a 

work transgresses the bounds of the open work and transforms the spectator into a 

collaborator more explicitly. While this is an interesting transformation, it is not the one 
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under examination here. This type of explicit participation, while extremely valuable, 

requires more active agreement on the part of the spectator, whereas the participation 

that is established through the open-blanks provides the illusion of passivity while 

directly engaging the spectator in the co-creative process. Additionally, the participation 

that is elicited through open-blanks offers the ability to engage the spectator while 

seeming to allow passivity. This requires less overt action on the part of the spectator 

and is less overt in its execution.  

Open-blanks then are the spaces left in the performance piece during its 

creation, either intentionally or otherwise, that not only allow but request that the 

spectator work to imaginatively fill that space and in doing so generate interpretation, 

but complete the work itself. In other words, there is not one performance experienced 

by each spectator, but rather that the performance as it is realized on stage, what we 

might call the text, interacts with each individual spectator who then realizes that 

performance through the open-blanks, and creates what Rosenblatt calls their own 

poem.  

However, as Iser begins to outline in The Act of Reading, “indeterminacy is a 

prerequisite for dyadic interaction, and hence a basic constituent of communication” 

(59). Iser identifies this indeterminacy as an integral element of communication. No two 

separate entities can communicate with total confidence in their understanding of what 

the other is attempting to convey. This indeterminacy is equally present in 

communication that is aesthetic in nature. As the aesthetic work attempts to establish a 

situation or a world with which the reader/spectator can engage the reader/spectator 

cannot move forward with full confidence that they are understanding the situation fully 
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due to this indeterminacy. Iser notes that readers need to continually revise their 

understanding of the world of the text to incorporate new information claiming that,  

the gestalten remains at least potentially under attack from the 
possibilities which they have excluded but dragged along in their 
wake. Indeed, the latent disturbance of the reader’s involvement 
produces a specific form of tension that leaves him suspended, as 
it were, between total entanglement and latent detachment. The 
result is a dialectic – brought about by the reader himself – between 
illusion-forming and illusion-breaking…The ‘conflict’ can only be 
resolved by the emergence of a third dimension, which comes into 
being through the reader’s continual oscillation between 
involvement and observation. It is in this way that the reader 
experiences the text as a living event. (127-8) 
 

It is important to note here that when Iser discusses the text as a “living event” he is 

referring not to the liveness of the text in contrast to liveness of the performance, but 

rather the tension between the realization that the events of the text are fictional, though 

the reader often feels that the events have transpired at some level. This description of 

the living event is then again complicated through the device of live performance where 

the events are both fictional, and happening in real time. 

Through this understanding of the process of interpretation and meaning-making, 

under the best of circumstances, the blank can never be satisfactorily filled. Even at the 

end of a work, a spectator would need to be able to revise and reimagine the ways in 

which those blanks manifested in their understanding of the piece. These reimaginings 

may take place through conversations about the piece or upon personal reflection. That 

is to say, that even after the completion of the work the interpretation has not become 

crystallized, it is open to the continual reinterpretation of the spectator. While this is true 

of most theatre, it comes into sharper focus around devised work where Heddon and 

Milling argue that, “such work insisted that our worlds were available to be rewritten or 
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reworked and our own part in that, as spectators, was to be acknowledged as we 

actively struggled to find our way through the performance event” (218). 

 

Case Study: The Rude Mechs/The Method Gun 

The Method Gun was first performed by The Rude Mechs in 2009 in Austin, 

Texas, where the company has its permanent home. This particular piece offers an 

interesting opportunity to explore the open-blank in the context of a specific 

performance. For the purposes of this section I will be referencing a performance of The 

Method Gun I attended that took place on September 13, 2014 at the University of 

Texas, Austin. In order to support my recollections and verify their veracity, I will also 

cite a recorded performance from December 12, 2011 that took place at the Imago 

Theatre in Portland, Oregon.12 In brief, the piece is constructed as a bit of documentary 

theatre a la another famous devised piece, The Laramie Project. In The Method Gun, 

the company has set out to interview the surviving members of the Stella Burden 

Company in order to examine the processes and pedagogy that surrounded the 

creation of their work. The piece is interspersed with narration from The Rude Mechs, 

interviews with members of the Stella Burden Company (all played by members of The 

Rude Mechs), and reconstructed/imagined moments from the Stella Burden Company’s 

rehearsals of A Streetcar Named Desire. This particular production of Streetcar was 

performed without the following characters: Stella, Stanley, Blanche, and Mitch. For 

those unfamiliar with Streetcar, these characters make up almost the entirety of the 

action and every plot point revolves around their interpersonal and romantic 

relationships. The performance unfolds in a series of vignettes jumping from one 
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context to another with no particular urgency or gesture towards verisimilitude. 

Incidentally, several times throughout the course of the performance, a tiger appears on 

stage in the form of an actor in a tiger suit, and vaguely threatens and entices the 

audience with the promise of danger.  

The Method Gun culminates in a wordless performance of the Stella Burden 

Company’s performance of Streetcar Named Desire. The actors repeat the moments 

from the rehearsals earlier in the performance, as it is revealed that each movement 

has been carefully choreographed to coincide with a network of swinging pendulums 

that the actors weave around and under as they re-execute the blocking.13 This 

breathtaking display of danger and virtuosity echoes the exploration of the dangers of 

live performance and actor training that precede it as well as demonstrating a technical 

and expressive expertise that is equally awe-inspiring.  

The Method Gun, with its non-linear storytelling and meta-theatricality provides a 

convenient site of exploration of the idea of the open-blank. The company itself offers 

insight into the nature of collective creation and how the process can facilitate the 

generation of these open blanks; specifically, The Rude Mechs have made clear in 

various interviews that they do not have a singular process for generating work, but 

rather collaborate with one another in semi-specialized roles to generate a piece that 

interests the company. The company refers to the co-producing artistic directors as “co-

pads.” Joan Anderman describes the process of communicating with the company in 

The New York Times:  

 Because the Rude Mechs operate as a consensus democracy, with 
forays into a sort of ardent autocracy, there is no hierarchy, no 
decider. A reporter is instructed to e-mail the co-pads en masse; a 
response from one is accompanied by an invitation to the others to 
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confirm or deny. Asked to explain how they make choices, one of 
the co-pads, Lana Lesley, said, “Sometimes there’s a particular 
person who’s particularly passionate about a particular thing.” 

 
While the company does not make a claim for total equality in decision making, it is 

obvious that they leave space for company members to disagree, add, or alter the piece 

during its creation and shaping. In addition, the company has discussed the ways in 

which The Method Gun, in particular, was generated out of an initial discussion 

regarding their lack of specific process and requests from institutions for them to teach 

their methodology of creating work (Bent 137).  

The openness of the company’s methodology as well as process makes The 

Method Gun ideal as a case study to explore the ways in which this openness continues 

through the performance and into the relationship that is established between the 

performance and the spectator. The performance actually begins with a brief moment of 

audience participation, in which the audience is asked to write the name of their own 

guru on a slip of paper that has been provided by the company. These slips are then 

collected by the company members, placed in a large bowl, and incorporated into the 

final moments of the performance. This moment of invitation on the part of the company 

establishes the openness of the piece with a literal blank slip of paper; the metaphor for 

the open-blank is too delicious to overlook. The degree of inclusion does not become 

clear until the final moments of the piece as the purpose of these slips of paper is made 

evident. The stage directions indicate, “the bowl which contains the names of the 

audience’s gurus bursts into flames. Then the very names which the audience wrote 

down that evening are projected onto the wall of the theater” (150). The performance is 

bookended by this gesture of overt participation and inclusion of the audience, which 
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provides an elegant frame against which to view the subtler imaginative participation 

that is at work for the rest of the performance.  

The physical act of writing a name down onto a slip of paper and passing it to a 

performer does exceed the behaviors typically associated with the allegedly passive 

spectator, but it is that very contrast that highlights the contributions of the spectator for 

the rest of the performance. In asking the spectator to think of and write down their own 

“teacher who has influenced them more than any other living human whether for good 

or ill” the company invites a type of intellectual and imaginative engagement with the 

concept of the guru that the performance goes on to explore. They ask the audience to 

write the name down, but the real participation is in the thinking of and reflection on the 

impact of their teacher on their own lives. The act of writing the name is merely a 

method of physicalizing the intellectual and imaginative engagement. The performance 

reminds the audience of this personal connection at the end of the piece to the gasps 

and mews of recognition from the audience not as a way to force the presence of the 

individual spectator into the performance, but rather to demonstrate the way in which 

the experience each spectator brings into the space is always already preconfigured 

into their reception of the performance. The fact that the spectator is expected to 

accomplish this through reading a series of projected names rapidly scrolling along the 

back wall of the theatre dovetails beautifully with the earlier discussion of Reader 

Response theory as the audience reengages with their own writing. The bookending 

provided by the performance serves to reinforce the connection of the piece to the lived 

experience of the spectators and highlights the thematic relevance of the piece to those 

experiences.  
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While a more explicit type of participation frames the work, the seemingly passive 

participation characterized by the imaginative aesthetic and facilitated by the open-blank 

also permeate this piece. One of the clearest examples of this type of open blank 

becomes apparent in the imagined rehearsals of the Stella Burden Company’s 

production of Streetcar. In the written script, the first scene unfolds without dialogue and 

is indicated by the following stage directions: 

The cast performs Scene One of A Streetcar Named Desire—  
As always without the characters of Stella, Stanley, Mitch and 
Blanche.  
When it’s time for an absent character to speak—  
In this case, Blanche—  
the actors treat the audience as the absent character,  
looking to the audience and leaving a silence where their lines 
would be (130). 
 

Much like the earlier example of the blank piece of paper, the performance here leaves 

another kind of blank for the audience to fill. This auditory blank, of course, works to 

highlight the absence of the other characters but the equally blank and expectant stare 

to the audience implicates the individual spectators within the piece and demands an 

imaginative engagement. It is not difficult to imagine the moment of panic felt by the 

individual spectator as they come to understand the expectation that the performance 

implies. This panic is short lived, but it elegantly demonstrates the way in which this 

piece works to incorporate and engage the audience despite their seeming passivity. 

These moments of looking to the audience also work to both reinforce and imaginatively 

fill the blank left by the absence of the primary characters. The audience is being asked 

to take up additional role(s), momentarily and in doing so they fill in the open-blank with 

their own presence even as they must acknowledge that they are not a precise fit for 

that blank. The panic the audience feels is the panic of not knowing lines or blocking or 
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how exactly to participate which are all the ways in which they imperfectly fill the open-

gap thrust upon them. This active negotiation of meaning making and imaginative co-

creation is characteristic of the open blank and the work these openings request the 

audience do.  

The Rude Mechs repeat the tension between presence and absence, passivity 

and activity, danger and safety throughout the work in each of the different worlds 

where the action unfolds. As the members of the Rude Mechs discuss it in their framing 

of each scene, the performance of Streetcar is constantly haunted by absence, and the 

members of the Stella Burden Company are obsessed with her absence and imagining 

what she would say or want from them. The imagined conversations of the Stella 

Burden Company double the imaginative work of the open-blank as the characters of 

the performance work to fill the open-blank of Burden’s absence reflecting back the 

work the audience is doing with the meaning-making process of the piece. The Method 

Gun even includes several vignettes of the performers practicing various acting 

exercises that were utilized by the Stella Burden Company, including crying practice, 

kissing practice, and a frenetic Rasa boxes exercise.  

These acting exercises are intercut with imagined dialogue from the company 

members disagreeing about the rehearsal process and what Stella Burden would have 

wanted from them. They cannot simply ask Stella, because she has mysteriously 

disappeared, many believe to somewhere in South America. As the Company attempts 

to recreate Stella’s technique and desires from memories and exercises, the audience 

is left with only the absence of Burden and must work with the limited information they 

are provided to understand the character who is at the absolute center of this piece 



 

 
 

100 

without ever appearing on stage. The character of Stella Burden, then offers one of the 

most notable open-blanks of the work. She is never seen or fully described, but instead 

the spectator is left with a sketchy vision of behaviors and attitudes as well as often 

contradictory perceptions of who Burden was. The audience has to fill in these open 

blanks with their own suppositions and imaginings, but these beliefs still remain open as 

they cannot be confirmed or denied by the extant text. In this example, the open-blank 

works alongside the imagination to draw on the creative participation of the spectator in 

order to complete the opening offered by the performance and generate an 

imagaintively active participation that is directly analogous to the process of reading. 

 

Conclusion 

I do not argue that engagement through imagination is exclusive to audiences of 

devised theatre. Instead, I examine the method through which the devised work is 

interpreted in order to offer opportunities to think through other types of spectatorship. In 

defining these texts as open, I hope to lay the groundwork for understanding all forms of 

theatre as at least partially open, or at the very least that they hold the potential to be 

opened through performance. Creating openness in theatrical performance allows a 

space for more immediate and challenging communication with audiences—not a 

communication that delivers a top-down message, but one that opens multiple readings 

and interpretation. As the popularity and prevalence of devised work continues to grow 

in the United States, it is important to understand the possibilities this type of work holds 

for spectatorship. It is also vital to think through how these messages are understood 

and read by the audience. As we think through the ways in which participation through 
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active spectating can create meaning and involvement, we can come to understand 

other forms of spectatorial engagement as sites of interpretation. 
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Chapter 3: Refusing the script: recalcitrant spectators 

In 2007, performance maker and artist Ant Hampton and collaborator, Silvia 

Mercuriali, developed a type of performance they call “autoteatro.” According to 

Hampton’s website,  

 [Autoteatro] explores a new kind of performance whereby audience 
members perform the piece themselves, usually for each other. 
Participants are given instruction via audio, visual cues or text for 
what to do or say. By simply following these instructions an event 
begins to unfold. Not to be confused with gaming (or ‘game show’-
like improvisation), Autoteatro does not ask audience members to 
be clever or inventive, neither does it set up instances of 
competition. It’s also possible to define it as not involving any 
'audience' beyond the participants themselves [and] functioning 
automatically: there are no actors or human input during the work 
other than the participants. An Autoteatro work is a 'trigger' for a 
subsequently self-generating performance. 
(http://www.rotozaza.co.uk/autoteatro.html) 

In other words, autoteatro provides instructions for the participants to execute and the 

performance unfolds as the audience members fulfill those instructions. In 2009, 

Hampton along with collaborators Joji Koyama and Isambard Khroustaliov created an 

autoteatro piece entitled GuruGuru. In GuruGuru, five participants enter the 

performance space and sit facing a screen that instructs them to put on the provided 

headphones and take note of the nametags being worn by their fellow participants. The 

participants then transform into the performers as each is given individual instructions 

on how to move, look, and speak to the other participants. What unfolds is a totally 

scripted, and entirely unrehearsed performance with each participant acting as both 

performer and spectator. These participants must engage with the script provided 

through their headphones in order to complete the performance.  

http://www.rotozaza.co.uk/autoteatro.html
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 For this performance, the participants move through the process of 

collaboratively creating and designing their own “guru.” The design of the guru unfolds 

on the aforementioned screen, and despite the apparent interaction between the 

participants and the images on the screen, the design of the guru has been 

predetermined, much like the dialogue. GuruGuru not only provides a script for the 

participants to follow in terms of their spoken words but also their physical gestures and 

occasionally their mental and emotional states. Hampton and his collaborators have 

created a performance that attempts to encourage specific responses and engagement 

from the audience-participants that very directly requires them to become a part of the 

action of the piece. While GuruGuru demands direct participation, this chapter will focus 

on a less explicit form of participation.   

This chapter will expand contemporary understandings of the active/passive 

binary by reclassifying resistant spectatorship as an opportunity for engagement rather 

than disengagement. I present this spectatorial strategy as a means of resistance to the 

hegemonic structures within a given performance event, but also as a means through 

which spectators, particularly marginalized spectators, can refute conventions of 

spectatorship while engaging deeply with the performance event. Spectators respond 

both to the script of the performance as well as the script they are expected to follow (in 

the form of audience etiquette), and the particular type of resistance this chapter 

examines strives to draw attention and skepticism to both of these “texts” and challenge 

a singular interpretation or anticipated spectatorial response. This chapter also thinks 

through the ways in which the anticipated performance of spectatorship re-inscribes 

Euro-centric conceptions of art and its place in society as well as the “proper” ways in 
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which one is expected to perform spectatorship. These expectations offer a fertile site 

against which resistant spectatorship can operate to publicly examine these assumed 

behaviors and explore alternative methods of active spectatorship. In order to make this 

argument, I will explore the ways in which performance scripts certain behaviors 

through its position as what Robin Bernstein calls a “scriptive thing” as well as through 

expectations generated by conventions of audience etiquette. I make a connection 

between the expectations placed upon audience members and Andrew Sofer’s 

“recalcitrant props” in order to open an alternative method of reading resistive 

spectatorship that focuses on inter-audience subjectivity and offers spectators an 

opportunity to perform resistance within the confines of traditional spectatorship.  

Up to this point in the discussion, the idea of the spectator has been presented 

as fairly uniform and consistent with an “ideal” spectatorship. The assumption above is 

that the spectator engages willingly and enthusiastically with the performance, dutifully 

fulfilling their ascribed role. Here we must ask the obvious question, what happens if the 

spectator is unable or unwilling to fulfill those duties in the manner prescribed by the 

production? How can we think through this type of audience engagement with 

audiences that refuse to engage “appropriately”? This chapter will explore the ways in 

which individual spectators reclaim agency within the collective of the audience and 

outline the process through which this can happen. Contemporary scholarship leaves 

engaged resistance unexamined in favor of a more conventional understanding of 

engagement and detachment. I argue below that a spectator can actively push back 

against a performance without exceeding the conventional boundaries of spectatorship. 

Expanding this understanding of spectatorship will allow scholars and performance 
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maker to rethink the processes of spectatorship and reflect on resistant responses as 

actively engaged instead of actively oppositional. This expansion is particularly 

important to reflect on as performance in the United States continues to make efforts to 

reach a more diverse audience. A more diverse audience inherently leads to greater 

diversity of spectatorial response and necessitates a deeper understanding of the value 

these diverse responses bring to the performance event.   

 

 

Scriptive Perfomance 

In order to explore this topic, it will be useful to augment our conceptualization of 

the performance event. The performance event is understood to prompt spectatorship, 

but how can we understand the way that performance invites a complementary 

performance from the spectator? By examining the performance event as a Thing, we 

can begin to develop a clearer understanding of how performance acts upon the 

spectator and the spectator performs in turn. In other words, by defining the ways in 

which the performance scripts spectatorship we will be able to better understand 

various methods of resisting that script. Specifically, I want to think of performance itself 

as a Thing (capital “T”). Here I mean Thing in the way it is outlined in Heideggerian 

terms by Robin Bernstein in her monograph Racial Innocence: Performing American 

Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights. Bernstein defines things by contrasting them to 

objects: “Objects are important insofar as they manifest, respond to, or transmit 

meaning that originates in humans. A thing demands that people confront it on its own 
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terms; thus, a thing forces a person into an awareness of the self in material relation to 

the thing” (69-70).  

For Bernstein, the boundary between object and thing is not fixed; an object can 

become a thing and a thing can return to a state of objecthood. The primary distinction 

emerges from the performance; the Thing elicits a call to self-awareness or an 

awareness of the performance of self in relation to the Thing. This definition is broad, 

but offers an opportunity to parse the distinguishing characteristics of these categories. 

Bernstein elaborates,  

At the deepest ontological level, then, performance is what 
distinguishes an object from a thing. In J. L. Austin’s terms, objects 
are ‘constatives’ in that what is most important lies beyond the 
material or the utterance (a constative describes something beyond 
itself: an amateur’s knife is a means to a diced onion), whereas 
things are performatives in that they do something: they invite 
humans to move. (70) 
 

Again, the distinction between thing and object comes not through virtue of the thing 

itself, but rather through the relationship established between thing and person. The 

amateur’s knife is an object only until it cuts the hand of the user at which point it is 

transformed into a thing. I argue below that live performance is, at its essence, the type 

of thing that (metaphorically) cuts.   

Performance itself demands a relationship with the viewer that “forces a person 

into an awareness of the self in material relation to the thing” (69). This relationship is 

complicated by the intangibility of performance, but the material relation of the 

spectator’s body to the performance event is always already configured into the 

performance. According to Bernstein’s definition, a Thing becomes a Thing through its 

material relationship to the “self.” If this is true, then performance as a time-based piece 
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of ephemera wouldn’t make sense as a Thing because it lacks the materiality to directly 

confront the self. However, performance does exist in a material state, although that 

materiality is fleeting and impermanent. The materiality of the performance event is 

expressed through the materiality of the bodies and objects on the stage.  

However, the audience-performance exchange establishes another kind of 

material exchange through the physical positioning of the spectator in the performance 

space. Changes in the spatial-material relationship between the performance and the 

spectator are often lauded as major breakthroughs in performance aesthetics. 

Examples include The Performance Group’s Dionysus in 69, Allan Kaprow’s 

Happenings, or more recently, the immersive staging style of Punchdrunk International 

(best known for their successful adaptation of Macbeth entitled Sleep No More). 

Changes to traditional audience structures like these manage to shift, but not 

fundamentally alter the basic elements of the spectator-performance exchange. They 

simply reconfigure the spatial relationship and in so doing demand a renewed attention 

to the materiality of the relationship. Through this understanding of the materiality of the 

performance event as well as the materiality of the spectatorial relationship to that 

performance event, it is possible to understand how performance falls under Bernstein’s 

basic definition of Thing. However, Bernstein’s exploration of the Thing does not end 

there.  

To make further use of Bernstein’s terminology, performance functions as a 

“scriptive thing.” For Bernstein, “The term script denotes not a rigid dictation of 

performed action but, rather, a necessary openness to resistance, interpretation, and 

improvisation… A scriptive thing, like a play script, broadly structures a performance 
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while simultaneously allowing for resistance and unleashing original, live variations that 

may not be individually predictable” (68-9).  In other words, the scriptive thing does not 

determine the ultimate performance, but rather provides a prompt for a set of behaviors 

that can be embraced or resisted or exceeded by the participant. Bernstein uses the 

theatrical script as the source of this terminology for how it prompts the interpretation of 

the performers and creative team that shape the performance. I argue that this idea can 

double back onto the performance itself as a thing that scripts audience behavior. The 

delivery of a joke in a comedy, or a particularly poignant note sung in a musical — these 

scripts prompt specific responses in the spectator. This is not to say that every 

spectator responds in the same way or a given moment in a performance necessitates 

that response. Rather, like Bernstein’s scriptive things they script a likely path of 

behavior that spectators can embrace, reject, or riff off. This scripted behavior, in 

collaboration with established norms of theatre etiquette form an expectation for 

audiences that allows an individual spectator an opportunity to act against.  

While the script provided by a performance offers considerable flexibility, 

spectators also have the ability to move outside of those scripted responses. This 

departure from anticipated or desired interaction with performance is not one that 

scholars typically take up in great depth. The reluctance to focus on spectatorial 

noncompliance is not difficult to understand the first lines of Anna Karenina comes to 

mind (with slight variation): “all happy audiences are alike; each unhappy audience is 

unhappy in its own way.” Or, to be less glib, the process of understanding why a 

spectator chooses not to engage with a performance convention or enjoy the 

performance would be a fruitless journey into the personal psyche of each individual 
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audience member. The subject of this chapter is not to categorize and qualify why or 

how a spectator chooses to reject the script of the performance, but rather an attempt to 

understand and think through this strategy of spectatorship as a mode of resistant 

engagement.  

My goal is to understand this type of resistance in relationship to a more 

traditionally engaged spectatorship and to use the reluctant spectator as a means to 

further understand the type of spectatorial engagement that is possible through the 

collaborative use of the imaginative aesthetic. It is valuable to make a subtle but 

important distinction here; spectatorial resistance is not by any stretch synonymous with 

spectatorial detachment or passivity. The traditional binary conceptualization of 

spectatorship prioritizes the active engaged and thoughtful spectator over the passive 

mindless audience member, extending implied moral and aesthetic superiority to the 

former while disparaging works that seem to create the later. Thinking through 

resistance as an active type of spectatorship allows us to further destabilize the 

established boundary between active and passive, and to complicate our understanding 

of the types of work even resistant spectators accomplish. Reconceptualizing this 

strategy of spectatorship as active engagement allows scholars and practitioners to 

reimagine what it means to have an audience actively engage with a performance and 

restores the agency of spectators who resist the scripts set forward by a given 

performance.  

The concept of performance as a scriptive thing can become slippery as the 

scripted response to any given performance event can be broadly defined. In other 

words, the scripted response is not a singular response, rather a category of responses 
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that align with the events of the particular performance. The expected script can even 

change from performance to performance within a given production, not to mention 

within different productions of the same performance text. For instance, a production of 

Titus Andronicus could treat the text as melodramatic and comedic in its excess of 

violence, whereas another production could view the script as utterly earnest and 

deeply tragic the spectatorial scripts these two productions generate will be starkly 

distinct. Another example might be the recent remounting of Marina Abromovic’s oeuvre 

at New York’s Museum of Modern Art. The setting, change of performers, and elevated 

profile of the exhibition all provided augmentation to the anticipated spectatorial script. 

How then can the script provided by the performance be understood or analyzed? This 

question butts up against the ever-present challenges of writing about something as 

ephemeral as performance. It is possible to understand, in broad strokes, the set of 

scripts being set up by a performance, but one must witness the event as a spectator 

within an audience to fully understand and respond to the nuance of these scripts. As a 

result of this fact, in this chapter, responses to the script of the performance will often be 

characterized through my own experiences as a spectator. This is not to say that my 

understanding of these scripts is infallible or preferred to any other reading, but rather 

that I am attempting to frame my phenomenological experiences as a spectator at these 

particular performance events.  

Bernstein’s definition of scriptive things provides a strong foundation for 

considering the ways in which Things call for a counter-performance from a subject. As 

mentioned in earlier chapters, Kendall Walton provides a framework for thinking about 

how mimetic art forms like performance call for a similar engagement through 
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performance. Though Walton doesn’t use Bernstein’s terminology, the connections 

between the functioning of scriptive things and Walton’s props are undeniable. Walton’s 

defines props as texts that prompt games of make-believe and it is these games of 

make believe that are emulated in reception of the mimetic arts. Walton outlines this 

process:    

Insofar as it is the object’s recognized function to be a prop in 
certain types of games, the principles are likely to seem natural, to 
be accepted automatically, to be internalized, and the prescribed 
imaginings are likely to occur spontaneously. Moreover, creators of 
props can predict how their creations will be used, and so can 
direct people’s imaginings by designing props accordingly. (53) 
 

These props, according to Walton, can prescribe certain behaviors and can even be 

designed to anticipate and direct imaginative engagement. There is, of course, no way 

to ensure a single mode of imaginative engagement, but Walton posits, and Bernstein 

would likely agree, that certain objects illicit specific vocabularies of behavior. Walton 

sees things like novels, paintings, and even performances to be a form of prop for the 

imaginative act of aesthetic reception. This invitation to participate and act in order to 

realize the world of the performance that is inherent to Walton’s props is the very 

“invitation to dance” that Bernstein writes of: 

The ontological distinction between things and objects is that things 
hail. And they do so persistently, constantly, when we are alone 
and in groups, when we think about them and when we do not, 
when we respond obediently and when we resist, when we 
individually or collectively accept the invitation to dance, refuse it, 
accept but improvise new steps, or renegotiate, deconstruct, or 
explode roles of leader and follower. A hail demands a bodily 
response: turning to face the police or turning the page of the book. 
(73) 
 

The connection between these two terms extends beyond the use of similar language. It 

is the call to act that establishes the prop, just as it establishes the scriptive thing. 
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Performance then is a scriptive prop that requests a specific vocabulary of imaginative 

engagement, but opens the door to alternative forms of engagement including active 

resistance, refusal to engage, and even the choice to refuse the proposition of the 

performance by leaving the space. 

 

Case Study: The Laramie Project as Scriptive Performance 

Tectonic Theatre Project’s play, The Laramie Project, which premiered in May of 

2000 at the Union Square Theatre provides a clear example of an explicitly scriptive 

performance. The Laramie Project was developed in response to the brutal torture and 

murder of Matthew Shepard, just outside of Laramie, Wyoming. Shepard was attacked 

and killed for being gay and allegedly “coming onto” his attackers. In order to make this 

performance, the members of Tecotonic Theatre Project traveled to Laramie and 

interviewed people from the town who knew Matthew, knew his murderers, or held 

some place of prominence in the community of Laramie. They then compiled these 

interviews and conversations into the text of the play. The company members also 

included themselves as characters in the text as they reflected on the process of 

traveling to Laramie and how they felt as outsiders leaving the progressiveness of  New 

York City to travel to what they assumed was a small-minded town. The play 

reconstructs the events leading to Shepard’s death as they also try and provide a 

picture of what daily life in Laramie is like and attempt to provide a nuanced picture of 

the people who live there. While the piece does an admirable job of honoring different 

beliefs and ideas in Laramie, the piece has been created to generate a specific 
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spectatorial response. In order to understand this desired response, it will be helpful to 

look first at the structure of the piece.  

Moises Kaufman, the artistic director of the Tectonic Theatre Project and one of 

the co-creators of The Laramie Project, has developed a technique for generating 

performance that he calls “moment work.” The company claims that moment work is a 

“method to create and analyze theatre from a structuralist (tectonic) perspective.”  As a 

result, The Laramie Project is made up of “moments” which are “unit[s] of theatrical time 

that [are] then juxtaposed with other units to create meaning” (xix). This means that the 

play is made up of many short moments that do not follow the typical conventions of 

dramatic structure. Characters appear and disappear, morph into other characters in 

front of the audience, and jump back and forth across time. The fragmentary narrative 

style generates meaning as the company claims, by placing these moments in proximity 

to one another. 

Through this deliberate juxtaposition, it is possible to see the way in which the 

company hopes to script spectatorial response. Kaufman alludes to this intended impact 

in the introduction to the text. He references Bertolt Brecht’s famous essay “The Street 

Scene.” Kaufman cites this essay as inspiring both the “creation and [the] aesthetic 

vocabulary” of the piece (xi). In brief, this essay is Brecht’s argument that theatrical 

performance should adopt the attitude of a witness to an automobile accident 

recounting those events. In this essay, Brecht argues that “the demonstration should 

have a socially practical significance” (122). By this, Brecht means that the performance 

must engage with social issues as The Laramie Project clearly does. However, Brecht 

continues, “Whether our street demonstrator is out to show that one attitude on the part 
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of the driver or the pedestrian makes an accident inevitable where another would not, to 

whether he is demonstrating with a view to fixing the responsibility, his demonstration 

has practical purpose, intervenes socially” (122).  

This social intervention is the explicit scripting that The Laramie Project engages 

in. The piece has been constructed and pieced together to highlight the brutality and 

senselessness of the attack on Matthew Shepard. While the piece strives to provide a 

balanced accounting of the attitudes in Laramie, the queer perspectives of the 

performance makers, activists, and people of Laramie take central positions in the 

argument of this script. The piece has been carefully constructed to champion the 

movement for gay rights in the early 2000s and support anti-LGBTQIA+ legislation. I do 

not wish to indict the theatre makers for taking this position, or for using their platform to 

share this message internationally, rather I wish to highlight the ways in which this script 

follows the process of scripting a particular performance on the part of the spectator to 

illustrate the manner in which performance can be understood as scriptive. The Laramie 

Project seems to embrace one of Brecht’s earlier edicts that, “The epic theatre’s 

spectator says: I’d never have thought it – That’s not the way – That’s extraordinary, 

hardly believable – It’s got to stop – The sufferings of this man appall me, because they 

are unnecessary” (71). Again, the scriptive spirit with which Brecht approaches Epic 

Theatre, and with which Tectonic Theatre Company executes The Laramie Project is 

evident. The performance’s ultimate goal is to enact social change. This type of activist 

script is not the only way that a performance can entice its audience to engage, not is it 

always successful. The next section will work to understand the kind of active 
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participation that spectators undergo as they resist the script provided by the 

performance. 

 

Recalcitrant Spectatorship 

If we are to think of performance as a prop that scripts audience behaviors, it will 

be useful to examine the work that has been done by Andrew Sofer in his monograph 

The Stage Life of Props. Sofer traces historical instances of props in Western theatre 

and how they function both on and off stage as cultural artifacts. Sofer’s stated goal in 

this text is to “restore to the prop those performance dimensions that literary critics are 

trained not to see. These include not only the three-dimensionality of objects as material 

participants in the stage action, but the spatial dimension (how props move in concrete 

stage space) and the temporal dimension (how props move through linear stage time)” 

(2). Sofer places particular emphasis on the “spatialized field of meaning” (18) in which 

live performance unfolds that is often overlooked in literary analysis of performance 

scripts. He wishes to draw attention to the materiality of the props and their functions 

within the performance both phenomenologically as well as symbolically. This emphasis 

on the physical realities of props can also provide useful insight into the physical 

realities of the performance in terms of its relation to the spectator. Shifts in these 

physical relationships have been the focus of considerable analysis around immersive 

performance, one-on-one performance, promenade theatre, and even some radical 

reimaginings of traditional performance/spectator spatial arrangements. 14 These shifting 

spatial arrangements can be useful tools to reinvigorate spectators’ reflections on their 

relationship to the space of the performance event. However, for the purposes of this 
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chapter, it is more important to think through the relationships of props to the 

performance event itself, regardless of spatial arrangement. Indeed, I want to draw 

specifically on Sofer’s terminology to expand its application and provide insight into 

processes of spectatorship that run counter to the script the performance event lays out.  

For Sofer, “props’ most common function is to act as various kinds of visual 

shorthand. First, props signal the larger, offstage world beyond the playing space” (20). 

I argue that this can also be a model for understanding the way performance as a Thing 

operates. Here Sofer confirms Bert O. States’ assertion that “a stage chair ‘represents’ 

a fictional chair in the play being performed, just as an actor ‘represents’ a character in 

that play. Secondly, just as a professional actor will appear as different characters in 

different plays, the stage chair can appear as different fictional chairs in different plays” 

(89). The prop, chair or otherwise, works to represent the thing that it is, in the imagined 

world of the performance. This is certainly true in realism, but the function holds even 

when the prop is “recast” as an object other than itself. To clarify, if, in a performance, a 

performer turns to the chair and begins to address it as “Cathy,” the chair continues to 

represent the chair, but also now takes on the role of the character Cathy. It continues 

to point to the world outside the performance even as it builds meaning within the world 

of the performance. Significantly, this is the same function theatre makers who hope to 

connect their performance to the world outside the performance venue hope to 

capitalize on. Indeed, this is the logical underpinning to all of Brecht’s theoretical work. 

This connection to the outside world is what Brecht was depending on to galvanize 

audiences into action through his aesthetic techniques. This connection allows us to 

extrapolate the function of props, as described by Sofer and States, to the broader 



 

 
 

117 

performance event. Certainly, the props point to an outside world, but so does the 

performance itself. The performance gestures to our lived experience both in the ways it 

emulates and deviates from it. Therefore, it is again possible to see the way in which the 

performance and the prop are both operating in the same manner upon the spectator.  

The influence exerted is not, however, unidirectional. The performance acts as a 

scriptive prop with which the audience engages, but the scriptive prop also demands a 

response. It is in this response to the hail of the performance that the spectator gains 

agency in their choice of how to respond to the script. I return to Sofer’s terminology to 

engage with spectatorial responses that aren’t aligned with the script. Sofer 

distinguishes props that don’t behave in the way they are expected to by calling them 

recalcitrant props. “Such ‘recalcitrant props’ may be intentional (the various items that 

refuse to work properly in Beckett’s plays) or unintentional (the gun that refuses to fire 

on cue)” (24). To expand on Sofer’s idea, recalcitrant props violate the script of the 

performance in their noncompliance (or seeming noncompliance) with the scripted 

drama. Through this noncompliance they jump out and demand a performance in 

response. Recalcitrant props become scriptive things through their refusal to comply 

with the script. For Sofer, this term does not extend to all forms of misbehaving props. 

He clarifies, “an object that is truly independent of an actor’s visible manipulation is not 

a prop” (24). So, recalcitrant props, in order to maintain their status as props, must not 

completely destabilize the world of the performance. Props may operate in unexpected 

or unscripted ways, but a total failure to respond to a performer disrupts their role as a 

prop; they fail to execute the role in which they were cast.  
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Putting Sofer’s concept of recalcitrant props into conversation with Walton’s 

props as well as Bernstein’s scriptive things provides a potential understanding for the 

role of the spectator in relation to the performance event. Through an understanding of 

performance as a Thing that by definition requires a performed and scripted response, 

the performance event is recast as a prop in the imaginative game that is spectatorship. 

In other words, the performance event invites and prompts a category of performances 

in response to itself therefore acting as a Thing and a prop. However, as stated above, 

this relationship is not unidirectional, or equally balanced. The performance initiates the 

cycle of performance/counter-performance that exists in the exchange from the 

spectator, but just as the performance event scripts the spectator’s response, the 

spectator’s response shapes the performance in turn. By scripting the performance of 

the spectator, the performance event becomes partially dependent on the scripted 

response from the spectator. The actor holds for a laugh, the performance artist 

demands introspection or intervention, the sports team asks fans for vocal support to 

improve their chances of winning. These scripted responses become incorporated into 

the fabric of the performance event exchanging the role of scriptive thing or prop back 

and forth fluidly throughout the event. The performer must follow the script of the 

performance, but the script provided by the response of the spectator also demands a 

response, although that response is admittedly less overt. The spectator, in turn, is 

expected to respond to the performance event following established scripts and 

behaviors that contribute to the performance. Performers often observe this 

phenomenon and discuss how the response from the audience impacted their presence 

in the performance space. The spectator impacts the performance through their 
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compliance or non-compliance with the anticipated script. The concept of compliance or 

non-compliance becomes more complicated with the understanding that individual 

spectators who constitute the broader audience are engaging with different strategies of 

spectatorship and engagement with the performance event. Indeed, the response to the 

script of the performance event is essentially a collaboration between the spectators 

making up the audience. It is through this collaboration that recalcitrance as a strategy 

of spectatorship gains its ability to create shifts in the experience of spectatorship.  

 

What Does Recalcitrance Do? 

This understanding of recalcitrance as involvement-in-another-way is a powerful 

lens to think through spectatorship that does not engage with the performance 

according to the “script.” This type of spectatorship has been called many things, 

resistant, reluctant, passive, but I propose that recalcitrant is a more accurate term in 

the way that Sofer defines it. To be clear, this term does not apply to all types of 

resistant spectatorship. The active disruption of a performance through vocal or physical 

interjection is different in both the intensity and impact on the performance. Just as a 

prop that totally eludes the constraints of the performance ceases to exist as a prop, a 

spectator that directly intervenes in the performance exceeds traditional understanding 

of the role of a spectator. The recalcitrant spectator, however, responds to the 

performance in a manner that does not follow the script set out by the performance 

event, but continues to actively engage with the script set forth by the performance 

event in other ways. In other words, the recalcitrant spectator is still responding to the 

performance, but not according to the expectations of that performance. An example 
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might be an eye-roll in response to moment of comedy, or a crossing of arms during a 

moment of intended tenderness or catharsis.  

Recalcitrance can take many forms; outlining them here would be exhausting 

without ever coming close to being exhaustive. What sets a recalcitrant spectator apart 

from the spectator that falls asleep or interjects physically or verbally is that the 

recalcitrant spectator is still engaged with the performance. Recalcitrance is active 

resistance which is by definition an engagement with the performance. Recalcitrance is 

also not necessarily a designated position that a spectator embodies for the entirety of a 

performance, it is a state of spectatorship that exists fluidly throughout each spectator’s 

experience. A spectator may initially respond to an emotional moment with tears, only to 

find that a certain bit of dialogue or stage action propels them into a state of 

recalcitrance. It is also important to distinguish here that recalcitrance is not dependent 

on the intentions of the performers or performance makers, though those intentions 

shape scripted responses.  

If scripted responses can be so broadly defined, it might be difficult to specify 

what, exactly, a recalcitrant engagement with the performance would look like. For 

instance, the performance may implement Brechtian distancing strategies that by 

definition seek to (partially) detach the spectator from the performance.  Therefore, the 

recalcitrant spectator is a spectator that responds to the performance in a manner 

inconsistent with the prompting of the performance. Bernstein’s argues that “orders 

issue through determined actions that are necessary for a thing to function. For 

example, a novel’s determined actions include opening the covers and reading English 

print from left to right. While it is possible to not open a book’s covers and to use a novel 
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as, say, a doorstop, that use redesignates the novel functionally as something other 

than a novel” (71). This claim from Bernstein is corroborated by Sofer’s claim above that 

“an object that is truly independent of an actor’s visible manipulation is not a prop” (24). 

These definitions provide helpful guidance in defining the boundaries of recalcitrant 

spectatorship. In order to be within the category, the recalcitrant spectator must engage 

with the performance. Otherwise they cease to act as a spectator, they move into 

another category. Behaviors that elicit this shift include leaving the performance space, 

being asleep15, or stopping the production entirely. Spectators that undertake these 

actions do not fulfill the “determined actions” of the performance and therefore cede the 

position of spectator. Instead, I wish to examine the type of spectatorship that 

recalcitrantly engages with the performance as a method of active engagement in order 

to challenge and undermine the aspects of the performance that the spectator finds off-

putting for a variety of reasons.  

Audience studies historians like Richard Butsch 16 and Elizabeth Dillon17 have 

brilliantly examined the role and the power of the disruptive audience (as well as the 

ever-shifting ground of audience behaviors. The audiences in these studies move 

beyond recalcitrance and into active shaping of the performance through verbal and 

physical interjections that were common practice particularly before the advent of 

electricity, which allowed for the dimming of the lights in the house. The modes of 

participation available to these historical spectators are deeply interesting and solicited 

a very different kind of participation to the established behaviors of today. The audience 

conventions that we operate under today shape the perceptions of passivity and 

appropriate social behavior in the theatre. These expected behavioral norms are the 
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framework upon which recalcitrance is built. The script created by the performance 

event is always already predicated on a shared understanding of the rules of 

engagement. This understanding of the recalcitrant spectator again challenges the 

already unstable binary between active and passive spectatorship, and opens the 

possibility for recalcitrance as an active site of intervention into the goals of the 

performance.  

The writings of Brecht, Artaud, Ranciere and others all seek to think through 

ways to activate the passive spectator and/or challenge the idea that the engaged 

spectator is passive to begin with. While these thinkers were profoundly influential in 

audience studies, they do not explicitly address the ways in which recalcitrance can also 

exist as a method of engaging with a performance through refusing to follow the scripts 

provided. The idea of recalcitrant spectatorship is built on the understanding that there 

is no passive spectatorship. In true passivity there is no spectatorship at all; 

spectatorship and passivity are mutually exclusive. It is through the act of engaging with 

a performance—either according to the script or counter to it—that spectatorship exists. 

Kirsty Sedgman makes clear the ways in which the traditional understanding of the 

spectator overlooks a variety of experience. She argues, “The theoretical ordering of 

arts spectatorship into an active/passive dichotomy has always served to homogenize 

audiences, smooth over the complexity of their experiences, and ignore all the distinct 

kinds of activity that take place within supposedly passivity-inducing events” (15). An 

understanding of spectatorship as an active form of witnessing is not uncommon in 

contemporary writing on spectatorship. For instance, Gareth White posits “Of course all 

audiences are participatory. Without participation performance would be nothing but 
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action happening in the presence of other people” (3). Marvin Carlson adds, “The 

traditional audience is often spoken of as playing a passive role, but this is only true to a 

certain extent and in any case focuses only upon physical activity. The performance and 

indeed the process of mimesis itself demand the active participation of the spectator 

both intellectually and emotionally” (105). The intellectual and emotional engagement of 

the audience has been carefully regulated and governed through the establishment of 

conventions of audience behavior.  

Kirsty Sedgman thinks through the formation of these rules and how they impact 

accepted responses from audience as well as responses between spectators and 

cross-spectator behavior policing in her fascinating monograph, The Reasonable 

Audience: Theatre Etiquette, Behavior Policing, and the Live Performance Experience. 

Established conventions of audience behavior provide the foundation of what is or is not 

considered engagement for a theatrical audience. For Sedgman, this is true even of 

performances that strive to disrupt the established norms of audience behavior as the 

social and cultural power of theatre as an institution exceeds the bounds of any single 

performance event. She claims that, “even when a performance truly does invite 

unruliness, theatre as an institution still bears the weight of its own behavioral norms” 

(19).  

This system of etiquette can provide insight into the ways in which the script of 

the performance event can be seen as relatively cohesive despite the diffuse category 

of responses that it offers to individual spectators. However, Sedgman is careful to note 

the systems of cultural hierarchy that generated these rules of etiquette and the ways in 

which they continue to ostracize members of disempowered communities.  For 
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Sedgman this separation becomes possible through a conception of art (and 

performance as an art form) as an elevated social structure that results in the 

“cultivation” of individuals:  

Theatres, concert halls, galleries: these are not quite like other 
kinds of shared social place. In these venues the idea of ‘good 
behavior’ also contains an extraordinary civic-aesthetic rationale. 
This is the belief that the high arts contain the power to cultivate 
individuals; that through this individual cultivation society in general 
might be improved; and that through this improvement social 
hierarchies could gradually be erased, by pulling everyone up to a 
higher plane. For these poets to be realized, however, the arts 
experience needed first to be elevated above the realm of everyday 
sociality, and then to be preserved. (27) 
 

This agreed upon understanding of the societal role of performance provides the 

common ground from which to create spectatorship. It is through such implicit 

understanding that contemporary conventions of appropriate audience behaviors 

emerge. It is also through this logic that the rules of engagement gather the aura of 

inevitability. The understanding of these conventions as inevitable leaves many shocked 

to hear about more raucous historical forms of spectatorship.  

Sedgman also provides valuable ways for thinking through disruptive audiences 

as well as the way in which recalcitrance can be a form of passive disruption within the 

shared space of the audience. Sedgman supports the idea that various modes of 

spectatorship might function to empower audiences and provide different models for 

engagement in the performance event. Sedgman rejects the active/passive binary 

arguing that she sees “audiences as neither ‘controlled’ nor ‘resistant’ entities, but as 

people who draw on multiple subject positions as part of complex viewing strategies” 

(17).  



 

 
 

125 

Recalcitrance is one of these strategies, and Sedgman’s detailed accounting of 

the power structures and societal norms involved in inter-spectator behavior policing 

can elucidate the power of recalcitrance as a strategy of active resistance as well as 

disruption.  For Sedgman, part of the active participation of the traditionally engaged 

spectator is the engagement with the “behavioral norms” of theatrical performance (19).  

She clarifies, “it is clear that the kind of silent absorbed attention mandated at more 

traditional theatrical events is something that requires active spectatorial work to 

achieve. In fact, in the theatre etiquette discourse I examine throughout the book, 

audiences are even diverting their own labour to making the intersubjective demands of 

the theatre more visible, by insisting loudly on the silence of others” (19). These sites of 

“intersubjective demands” are the locus of the power of recalcitrance. The spectator 

engages not only with the performance, but also alongside the rest of the audience as a 

community of meaning makers that requires a type of unity and cohesion in order to 

preserve the “communal agreement to work for the performance rather than against it” 

(35). In violating this implicit agreement, the recalcitrant spectator does not end the 

performance, or leave the space, but rather remains in the space, and disrupts the 

illusion of audience cohesion.  

 

Case Studies: Rude Mechs and The TEAM 

I witnessed an illustrative moment of recalcitrance while attending a performance 

of The Rude Mech’s The Method Gun. During the performance, one of the actors 

emerged from backstage with several helium balloons tied to their penis and crossed 

the stage as such. Upon initial examination this moment is a non-sequitur; it does not 
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impact the action and is not ever referenced again. The performance seems to utilize 

this moment as an example of artistic bravery, danger, and absurdity. As I looked at my 

companion, this was clearly not her interpretation of the moment. She was partially 

shielding her eyes, and slightly shaking her head. In a conversation after the 

performance, she indicated that this moment in particular would make her reluctant to 

go see any more of my “weird performance stuff.” Post-show discussion aside, seeing 

her reaction in the moment was a disorienting experience. I was at once witnessing the 

performance through my own lenses, as well as processing her reaction and discomfort. 

My experience as a spectator was colored and informed by her recalcitrance. I 

immediately reevaluated my understanding of this moment, and challenged my 

spectatorial experience as authoritative or “correct.” This example illustrates the 

potential disruptive power of recalcitrance, not only for the recalcitrant spectator 

themselves, but for the spectators in close proximity. I don’t mean to insinuate here that 

this disruption is necessary or predetermined.  I’m sure there have been other 

occasions where I have failed to turn and see my fellow spectator’s reaction and my 

interpretation and immersion into the performance went unchecked. However 

unpredictable these moments may be, or how inconsistent from performance to 

performance, they are an integral part of the spectatorial experience and it is through 

the awareness of collectivity that recalcitrance claims its impact as a strategy of 

spectatorial engagement. 

The social control exerted by the rules of theatre etiquette necessitates a kind of 

cultural hierarchy, not only in the elevated position of the arts, but also in the elevated 

position of those who enforce the rules of engagement. The reality of enforcing these 
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rules is more diffuse than the top-down structure would seem to indicate. There is no 

consistent structure of behavior policing in contemporary spectatorship .18 That task is 

instead taken up by concerned patrons of performance “correcting” the behavior of 

those who “misbehave.” The intersubjective policing of the audience is a type of 

collaboration between the individual members of the audience to create the collective 

category of audience. Gareth White focuses on this “complexity of self-consciousness in 

the presence of others” in his article “Theatre in the Forest of Things and Signs” (22). 

He argues that, “embarrassment, and our other affective responses to being with other 

people, and being visible to them, are not interferences in spectatorship nor influences 

on our spectating, […] they are the fundamental ground of spectating” (22). This is a 

well-established concept, that spectatorship is not simply a two-way street between the 

performance and the audience, but that there is also a crucial exchange between 

members of the audience.  

The permeability of this exchange led Shannon Jackson to pose the following 

questions in her book Social Works “What if, for instance, the formal parameters of the 

form include the audience relation, casting such inter-subjective exchange, not as the 

extraneous context that surrounds it, but as the material of performance itself? What if 

performance challenges strict divisions about where the art ends and the rest of the 

world begins?” (15) The concept of recalcitrance relies on this understanding of 

performance that expands to include the inter-subjective exchange, just as earlier 

chapters understand the exchange between the spectator and performance as “the 

material of performance itself.” Recalcitrance offers spectators the opportunity to 

present alternative readings of the performance without actively disrupting or halting the 
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performance. Instead, recalcitrance co-opts the existing structures of audience inter-

subjectivity to propose a challenge to a monolithic spectatorial response. In responding 

differently, the recalcitrant spectator opens an opportunity for other spectators to view 

the performance through their individualized lens.  

This strategy works within the established bounds of “theatre etiquette” to 

engage critically and offer other spectators an opportunity to consider that critical lens. 

In this way, recalcitrance offers an important opportunity for a spectator to be 

recognized and acknowledged through the inter-subjective exchange. In order to fully 

understand the role audience etiquette plays in this process it will be useful to return to 

Berstein’s article, “Dances with Things: Material Culture and the Performance of Race.” 

In this article, Bernstein uses her definition of scriptive things to analyze representations 

of Blackness in the US and provide insight into how these Things invite specific 

racialized performances that contribute to the cultural understanding of Blackness in 

America. By returning to the earlier discussion of performance as a scriptive thing, we 

can turn a similar lens to the performance of audience etiquette and the boundaries of 

scripted behavior that are considered appropriate for spectators. Bernstein clarifies her 

definition, writing,  

When I describe elements of material culture as ‘scripting’ human 
actions, I am not suggesting that people lack agency. Rather, I am 
proposing that agency, intention, and racial subjectivation co-
emerge through everyday physical encounters with the material 
world. I use the term script as a theatrical practitioner might: to 
denote an evocative primary substance from which actors, 
directors, and designers build complex, variable performances that 
occupy real time and space. (68-9)    
 

This quote draws attention to the immateriality of theatre once again. How can an 

immaterial performance force a “physical encounter with the material world”? The 
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control exerted on the materiality of the spectator’s body constitutes the materiality of 

the relationship between performance and spectator.  

 It is through this control exerted over the body of the spectator and their behavior 

that Sedgman’s characterization of audience etiquette offers insight into how theatre 

etiquette offers insight into the performance of whiteness/affluence that is expected in a 

performance setting. As the gatekeepers of “appropriate” spectatorship, affluent white 

audiences establish and enforce behaviors consistent with their view of performance as 

“high art.” This call to participate in the “civilizing” nature of high art harkens back to 

colonial discourses of appropriate and civilized behavior and exerting control on bodies 

that exert these categories that are based on Euro-centric cultural norms and 

understandings of spectatorship. This represents both the opportunity and limitations for 

recalcitrance in spectatorship. Recalcitrant spectatorship, by definition, works within 

these established norms and conventions of behavior. It is therefore always already 

responding within these Euro-centric standards of spectatorship.  

 At the same time that it is operating within, recalcitrance also operates against 

these methods of spectatorial response. By responding to the script of the performance 

in a manner that is not consistent with its invitation, the recalcitrant spectator opens up 

possibilities of resistance within accepted models of reception and recasts detachment 

with active critique and challenge. Therefore, thinking through processes of 

recalcitrance can offer greater insight into the modes of resistant spectatorship that are 

available to disempowered spectators as a way to subvert the dominant culture from 

within.  
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It will be helpful to turn to an example here to show how this recalcitrance offers 

opportunities for challenging singular readings of a performance event. The devised 

theatre company The TEAM (Theatre of the Emerging American Moment) has had a 

distinct interest in Margaret Mitchel’s 1936 novel Gone with the Wind and with the 

endurance of its popularity. Rachel Chavkin, the artistic director of The TEAM has 

referred to the novel as a “racist monument” (The TEAM Makes a Play). The work the 

company has generated around the novel has been interested in the nostalgia and the 

legacy of racist structures in the United States as well as the continued resonance of 

cultural images associated with the American South. The TEAM is currently working on 

a new piece that centers on Mitchel’s novel, entitled Reconstruction (Still Working But 

The Devil May Be Inside). According to the company’s website the piece is, “a new 

theatrical work with a live musical score about reconstructing ourselves personally and 

nationally in the harsh light of America’s white supremacist past and present. The work 

will unfold in a series of interlocking chapters tracing different relationships between 

white and black Americans striving for genuine intimacy” (theteamplays.org).  However, 

this is not the company’s first foray into dealing with the complicated cultural baggage of 

Mitchell’s novel. The first work The TEAM created in this vein was the 2008 piece 

Architecting. This piece is set in post-Katrina New Orleans as various attempts to 

rebuild neighborhoods come up against ghosts of the bygone South and the 

ruthlessness of gentrification and American capitalism. Margaret Mitchel herself 

appears in the performance as well as Mammy, Rhett and Scarlett. Despite the diversity 

of the characters represented, the company was made up of entirely white-presenting 

performers during the development and performance of this piece.  

http://theteamplays.org/
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In order to demonstrate the ability of recalcitrance to speak to 

underrepresentation I would like to look at a specific moment of Architecting. The 

trajectory of the performance moves from fairly literal realistic representation and slowly 

deteriorates into a fantastical chaos as the disparate elements of the script are woven 

together. At one particular moment the realistic setting of a bar is blown open as 

characters from Mitchel’s novel literally burst through a wall. The character of Mammy 

(played by Jake Margolin, a white male) emerges in an enormous hoop skirt and with 

great volume announces “Some folks thinks as how Ah kin fly” (The TEAM 179). To 

clarify, there is no use of literal blackface in the performance, however the caricatured 

use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) replicates some of the problematic 

elements of blackface representation. Beyond the use of AAVE, the choice to include a 

Black character in the performance while having no Black actors, or any performers of 

color, speaks to a problematic understanding of representation to say the least. 19 I 

distinctly remember the first time I saw this performance, and this moment in particular. 

As the character bursts through the wall with Scarlett O’Hara literally on her back, I 

physically recoiled.  

I immediately looked around the space in an attempt to process my reaction 

through the reactions of the spectators around me. I’m sure my sudden physical 

reaction was observed by the other audience members even if they were not 

responding in the same manner. Just as I responded to my companion during the 

performance of The Method Gun, the spectators around me were compelled by their 

proximity to my reaction to observe it, and acknowledge, even momentarily, that 

something elicited that response. My reaction to this particular moment was born out of 
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an awareness of the history of blackface performance as well as the ways in which 

gender and race play are often intertwined to delegitimize and ridicule the experiences 

of Black bodies. I don’t mean to say that my recalcitrance telegraphed the complexity of 

these issues to my fellow spectators, or even made my objections particularly legible. In 

this instance, my recalcitrance differentiated this specific moment, certainly in my 

experience, but also in the experience of those around me.  

Even if they were unaware of the problematic nature of the representation 

unfolding in front of them (an unlikely possibility), the presence of a physical reaction in 

their immediate vicinity that didn’t align with their expectation of proper audience 

etiquette was worthy of attention. Ideally, this incongruity would lead the other 

spectators to question or reflect more deeply about the reasons for this reaction, but 

barring the ideal scenario, it would disrupt their passive appreciation of this moment. It 

is worth returning to Shannon Jackson’s question here, “What if, for instance, the formal 

parameters of the form include the audience relation, casting such inter-subjective 

exchange, not as the extraneous context that surrounds it, but as the material of 

performance itself?” (15) The recalcitrant response is not apart from the performance — 

it is a part of the performance. It impacts how other spectators understand and generate 

meaning from the performance event and continues to color their memories of the 

performance long after the initial event.  

 It is fully possible that this act of recalcitrance had no lasting impact on the 

spectators surrounding me, and I will readily admit that it had no visible impact on the 

performance of the piece or The TEAM’s eventual decision to revisit the source 

material. These types of shifts are not necessarily the goal of recalcitrant spectatorship. 
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Ultimately this way of engaging with the performance may not change or rewrite 

problematic texts, but recalcitrance offers moments of reprieve and speculation to those 

that take issue with moments within the performance. It is possible that with a deeper 

understanding of strategies of recalcitrance that individual spectators can reclaim some 

of the power that is ceded to the performance in a traditional spectator-performance 

exchange. In addition, performance makers may begin to think about engaging with or 

even eliciting recalcitrance from spectators as an alternative tool of audience 

engagement.20 My hope is that as a term, recalcitrance offers an option for scholars to 

think through spectatorial engagement in broader and more inclusive terms.  
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Conclusion 

Overall, this project takes the idea of the active/passive binary in spectatorship 

study as its jumping-off point in understanding the kind of participation that has 

previously been invisible to the field at large. Framing this conversation through this 

binary allows for an exploration of the kind of spectatorship that has heretofore been 

considered passive as another type of active spectatorship. While this may seem to 

reinforce the binary distinction between active and passive and shift where that 

boundary can be found, I argue that in the moving of those boundaries the categories 

themselves become destabilized. Eliminating behaviors from the category of passive 

and understanding even resistance as an active engagement works to eliminate the 

category of passivity all together and instead opens a broader conversation about 

alleged passivity and the possible elimination of this as a category. Obviously, more 

work needs to be done to establish that possibility, but this project presents an 

important first step to understanding the ways in which this binary may be even less 

productive than we thought.  

 

Chapter One 

The first chapter moves through theories of both spectatorship and imagination to 

illustrate the connection between the two concepts. In thinking about the imagination as 

an explicit force of spectatorial engagement, this chapter examines ways in which 

theatre practitioners are already doing this work. However, it is in the explanation and 

understanding of the imagination as a deliberate aesthetic tool that performance makers 

can continue pushing the bounds of what this aesthetic choice can accomplish. In other 
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words, the naming of the imaginative aesthetic as a choice that engages the audience 

directly, this chapter offers an opportunity for performance makers to conceptualize this 

aesthetic decision alongside its impact on the engagement of their audiences.  

While the chapter focuses on Bordertown and An Oak Tree as the objects of 

study, the uses of the imaginative aesthetic are not limited to the examples 

demonstrated in those case studies. Any of the case studies from subsequent chapters 

would have also worked as exemplars of the imaginative aesthetic. This is partially 

because the use of these aesthetic tools is what lead to my interest in these particular 

examples, but it is also partially because imagination is a central pillar of spectatorship, 

and as such the imaginative aesthetic is fairly ubiquitous in contemporary performance 

making. However, as stated above, the fact that it is commonly used does not mean 

that it is commonly understood or conceptualized in a way that is particularly useful to 

performance makers themselves. In the following paragraphs, I provide a jumping-off 

point for practitioners to conceptualize the imaginative aesthetic and the tools it can 

provide them for engaging audiences explicitly through imagination. I do not intend for 

these suggestions to be comprehensive or prescriptive, rather I hope they will be seen 

as a starting point for performance makers to begin generating performance-making 

strategies I would never be able to develop on my own. 

Many of the strategies that implement the imaginative aesthetic are familiar 

conventions in live performance; the goal of this project is not to establish all new 

conventions, but rather to offer an alternative way of conceptualizing the extant 

strategies. One such strategy is the intentional use of “miscasting” that appears in both 

Bordertown and Cloud 9. Establishing a clearly recognizable and continually referenced 
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dissonance between the identity of the performer and the identity of the actor disbands 

the audience’s “willing suspension of disbelief” and instead forces them to actively 

engage imaginatively in order to maintain their engagement with the world of the play. 

The miscasting disallows the opportunity to see the performer as synonymous with the 

character and reshapes them as a prop in the imaginative game of mimesis. This 

strategy was used with particularly startling effect in Young Jean Lee’s The Shipment. 

The Shipment unfolds in two parts, the first takes the form of a minstrel show, 

while the second takes the form of a naturalistic comedy set at a workplace dinner 

party. The cast is entirely made up of Black performers who collaborated with Lee to 

create the performance. At the end of the dinner party, the guests reluctantly agree to 

play a game called “library” in which they attempt to complete a line from a book 

selected by another party guest. The final selection for the game is a book called Black 

Magic and the party guests are told to complete a sentence that begins “The negro 

believes…” (1:21:49). As each response is read out one character becomes more and 

more agitated and eventually interjects saying, “I’m sorry; I’m sorry. I have to say that 

I’m really uncomfortable with this…I just don’t think we would be doing this if there was 

a Black person in the room” (1:23:59 – 24:12). The audience is left staring at a stage 

populated by five Black performers that have, at the end of a 90-minute performance, 

indicated that the characters they are playing are not black at all. This intentional turn at 

the very end of the piece challenges the spectator to reconsider the entirety of the 

performance, to reimagine the bodies on stage at the very end of the performance. 

Unlike either Bordertown or An Oak Tree, The Shipment waits until the end of the 

performance to drop this imaginative bombshell.  



 

 
 

137 

The Shipment delays the engagement with the imaginative aesthetic until the end 

of the performance, offering another way for practitioners to conceptualize the efficacy 

of this tool. In this iteration, the imaginative aesthetic becomes a tool to disrupt a nearly 

complete understanding of the piece and in doing so destabilizes the work of meaning-

making the audience believed it was engaging in. In other words, the play pulls the rug 

out from beneath the audience in the final moments prompting them to challenge the 

conclusions and assumptions they had made about the entire performance. The identity 

categories that were so legible and important – particularly to the first half of the 

performance – were exposed, as the black actors make clear that the characters they 

are portraying are all white. While this use of the imaginative aesthetic is not asking the 

audience to reflect on the engagement of their imagination throughout the performance, 

it does make apparent the failure of the audience to follow the prompts of the script and 

understand that these characters are white. The script never makes the racial identity of 

the characters explicit and in allowing the audience to engage with the reality they see 

on stage, The Shipment draws explicit attention to the role imagination “should” have 

been playing throughout the performance.  

The example of The Shipment is particularly pertinent in the attempt to suggest 

ways that practitioners can utilize the imaginative aesthetic to achieve different aims. If 

the tool can only make people reflect on the process of imagining and spectatorship, it 

carries a very limited potential. The Shipment however shows the ways in which the 

imaginative aesthetic can extend beyond the meta-theatrical into the socio-political. Lee 

and her collaborators use the tools of the imaginative aesthetic use these tools to draw 

attention to the constructed nature of race as well as to turn the gaze back to the 
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audience and ask them to examine how their own conceptions of racialized bodies 

impacted the way in which they understood the performance. The imaginative aesthetic 

is not limited to incompatibilities between the script and the bodies of the performers, it 

can extend to the props, the scenic, costume, sound design, to the configuration of the 

audience; any attempt to make a list of possibilities would ultimately be incomplete. As a 

tool, the imaginative aesthetic has  vast potential not only for when and where 

performance makers choose to utilize it but to what ends as well.  

In addition to performance makers, the imaginative aesthetic allows thinkers to 

work through the ways in which performance and other forms of mimetic art are 

deploying similar strategies to interact with and engage audiences. The concept of the 

imaginative aesthetic and the work of the imagination provides a new frame of reference 

for thinking through not only engagement but also the generation of work. The term 

straddles the production and reception of performance and allows for a conversation 

that explores the ways in which these two worlds, typically separated by the rehearsal 

room, are constantly in conversation. In addition, thinking about imaginative 

engagement as a deliberate aesthetic choice offers a new vocabulary for scholars to 

approach engagement and reception as intertwined phenomena that are deliberate 

choices, even when audiences are asked to engage imaginatively.  

Chapter Two 

The second chapter uses the performative language of Reader Response theory 

as a launching pad for thinking of the spectator as a reader, and how the interpretive 

work of the spectator is akin to that of the traditional reader. This exploration continues 

to push the boundaries of active and passive spectatorship. Recasting the spectator as 
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a reader pushes us to understand that any act of reception and interpretation is an 

active engagement; as a result, passivity is understood to be nonsensical as a 

classification for an engaged spectator. This work to challenge these definitions 

continues to open up the possibilities for thinking through spectatorship from the point of 

view of scholars and practitioners alike.  

For performance scholars, in particular, this recasting of the spectator as a kind 

of reader opens a potential avenue for continued interdisciplinary research in the field of 

literary theory. Spectatorship has been distinguished from reading for its lack of direct 

physical engagement with the object of interpretation, as is mentioned in the second 

chapter. However, drawing clear parallels between the interpretive acts of a reader and 

a spectator clarifies the work of the spectator and that of the reader as they both strive 

to complete the fictional world they are receiving. In establishing these parallels, this 

chapter continues the tradition of Performance Studies scholarship to engage with 

different fields of study and how they can be applied as particular lenses with which to 

understand performance. In destabilizing the boundaries around active engagement, it 

will be helpful to pull from another type of physically stationary engagement that is 

offered through literary theory. In addition, the concept of the open-blank offers scholars 

terminology to think through what is not explicitly said or presented on stage. The open-

blank offers an opportunity to analyze performances using negative space as an 

opportunity to create meaning and engagement. 

Performance practitioners typically think in great detail about the role of the 

spectator and anticipate the ways in which they may respond to a particular moment in 

performance. Performance makers utilize their experience and expertise to understand 
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how an audience may react, but augmenting that understanding with a nuanced 

depiction of how spectators are constructing that meaning could provide a fruitful site for 

developing performance conventions. Much like the imaginative aesthetic allows 

practitioners to use these techniques deliberately, conceptualizing the spectator as a 

reader allows for practitioners to utilize the aesthetic tool of the open-blank in order to 

capitalize on this type of engagement. While the imaginative aesthetic can be built into 

the piece independent of an audience, the open-blank requires the audience to 

complete the prompting of the performance. While the imaginative aesthetic can be 

established and created in the rehearsal room, the open-blank can only be framed in 

rehearsal, it requires exchange between the performer and the spectator in order to 

manifest in performance. 

Open-blanks are therefore more difficult to incorporate into a performance 

because they inherently contain uncertainty and the potential for disruption from the 

audience members. Considering the example of the missing lines in The Method Gun 

(mentioned in Chapter Two), one can easily imagine an audience member interpreting 

the blank stare from the performers as an invitation to jump in with some attempt at the 

missing dialogue. In order to incorporate open-blanks, performance makers must be 

willing to tolerate a certain amount of risk, not only in unwished-for audience 

participation, but it is the nature of the open-blank to be uncertain and personal. Much 

like broader criticisms of Reader Response the power to make meaning resides not with 

the performance maker, but with the individual spectator. While some authors and some 

performance makers may be uncomfortable with this fact, it is not possible to completely 

control the interpretation of any given spectator. That being said, utilizing the open-
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blank as an intentional strategy of audience engagement offers the opportunity for 

performance makers to consider the ways in which spectators might approach the open 

nature of the performance.  

While some performance makers may bridle at the idea of opening up these 

blanks for the audience to explore and interpret, devised companies operate within this 

openness (as I address in Chapter Two). I repeat this point here to emphasize the fact 

that these open-blanks do not give over complete control over the performance, but 

rather build on extant collaborative relationships within theatre making. While devised 

theatre is the primary locus of study within this project, these collaborative relationships 

exist in any type of theatre-making. Theatre that is produced on Broadway or in 

London’s West End may not foreground the collaborative process, but no theatrical 

designer works alone, nor does any director or producer. These parties all interact and 

go back and forth with various iterations and drafts of their creative processes. The 

primary difference in more traditional theatrical production is that the collaboration tends 

to be isolated between each designer and the director/producers. While the 

collaborative effort is more linear than the spiderweb shape of devised theatre, these 

collaborative relationships are still established and they, much as in devised theatre, 

inform the work. In other words, practitioners who believe they are exerting total artistic 

control are also creating open-blanks within their work both intentionally and as a 

byproduct of the collaborative process. Indeed, what is a laugh break, but an open-

blank provided for the audience to complete the comedic moment with the requisite 

laughter.  
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British theatre writer/adapter/director Emma Rice is particularly notable for the 

ways in which she uses open-blanks in her work, and is a useful place to turn for 

thinking through some of the ways practitioners could incorporate open-blanks into their 

performance making. I will draw from two performances that Rice helmed; the first is 

Brief Encounter produced by the recently disbanded Cornish theatre company, 

Kneehigh Theatre, and the second is Rice’s adaptation of the novel Wise Children (after 

which she named her own theatre company). Both of these pieces were adapted, Brief 

Encounter from the 1945 film21 directed by David Lean, and, as mentioned, Wise 

Children from the eponymous novel by Angela Carter. In both of these productions, 

Rice utilizes the open-blank to great effect alongside virtuosic use of the imaginative 

aesthetic. Brief Encounter featured a large screen that made up the back of the playing 

space upon which were projected various images as well as scenes from the play that 

had been previously filmed. The screen, though appearing to be a single piece of fabric, 

was actually sliced vertically into many thin strips so that the actors could move 

seamlessly through the screen. The Broadway staging of Rice’s production utilized the 

convention that as performers moved physically through the projection screen their 

images moved onto the screen. This framing sets the screen up as a portal between the 

world of the stage and the filmic world of the screen. In delineating these two worlds, 

Rice establishes the screen itself as a liminal space between the intimacy of the close-

up on screen and spectacle of the stage performance, complete with dancers, 

performers flying on chandeliers, and, puppeteers operating not only animals but 

objects blowing in the breeze. The liminal space of the screen is particularly to Brief 

Encounter as the plot revolves around two married people who meet at a train station, 
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fall in love, and carry out their brief affair in moments between returning to their 

individual spouses.  

In Brief Encounter, it is the screen itself that operates as the open-blank offering 

the audience a literal screen on which to project their understanding of the romantic 

exchange between these two characters. There is no direct cognate for the act of 

moving through a screen to appear projected onto it. This bit of fantastical theatrical 

magic encourages imaginative engagement at the same time that it leaves it up to the 

audience to determine what is happening. The technique is developed entirely through 

convention, there is no expositional explanation to the “in-world” function of the screen. 

This lack of explanation alongside the firmly established convention makes an opening 

for the spectator to generate meaning onto the blank screen and literally project onto it 

their own understanding. Similarly, Rice included the sound effect of a crashing wave 

during moments of particular emotional intensity or import. These wave sound effects 

seemed to freeze the action on stage as every performer visible stopped and moved as 

if they were being struck by this enormous wave. This convention was never explained 

either; the observation that the sound effect came at particularly emotional moments is 

purely my interpretation of what was happening. With the use of the gesture and sound, 

Rice again builds on the ambiguity of the moment in performance to provide an open-

blank just begging to be interpreted by the audience. Rice declines to provide an overt 

explanation, deliberately leaving the interpretive work to the audience. (Rice adapted 

the script for this production and ostensibly chose not to write in an explanation for 

either of these conventions). In addition to calling on the audience to engage 

imaginatively, these moments also provoke the spectator to attempt and make sense 
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out of these elements without explanation and in so doing engage the audience in 

completing the open-blanks of the work. 

Wise Children similarly utilizes Rice’s signature imaginative style to provoke and 

challenge the audience. The piece focuses on Dora and Nora Chance, a pair of twin 

sisters who become chorus girls, from their childhood through their old age. Each period 

of the twins’ lives is embodied by a different pair of actors, but the actors have not been 

cast with an eye to the description of the characters, the other actors playing the roles, 

or any general attempt at verisimilitude. The first actors the audience sees are the two 

who play the elderly sisters, who are quickly supplanted by two puppets that portray the 

girls when they are very young. The quick transitions between performers continue as 

actors step into the roles of the sisters regardless of race, ethnicity, or gender. These 

changes are not commented on or addressed, and the audience is left assuming that 

the two new figures on stage are the sisters until a specific bit of dialogue confirms that 

suspicion. There are many potential readings of these gender and color-blind casting 

choices, but what is most relevant here is the choice again to not coddle the audience 

by telling them what exactly is happening. Instead, Rice leaves open the opportunity for 

uncertainty which invites engagement from the audience in an attempt to fill the open-

blank. These moments of allowing the audience to search for an answer or potential 

misunderstand the plot are the moments in which the open-blank can best operate. 

Moments that lack total clarity or certainty demand that the spectator imaginatively 

address them, and continually revise and reimagine their response to the opening.  

 

Chapter Three 
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The third chapter of this project takes a slightly different tack when thinking 

through engagement; rather than taking passivity as the starting point, this chapter 

seeks to re-contextualize spectatorship that seems to work against engagement with 

the performance. Much like the other two chapters, this chapter seeks to take a kind of 

spectatorship that is often considered disengaged with the performance event. Unlike 

the other two chapters, this chapter sees recalcitrant engagement as a fertile site for 

political intervention and inter-subjective communication among audiences. This type of 

spectatorship provides opportunities for spectators to engage with and push back 

against a performance event in subtle, yet impactful ways. Recalcitrant spectatorship 

does not disengage, but rather engages differently as a manner of responding to and 

wrestling with elements of a performance one might find questionable or disagreeable.  

Recalcitrant spectatorship re-conceptualizes resistant reception which is often 

considered a form of disengagement or intellectual detachment from the performance 

and instead offers such recalcitrance as a way for spectators to challenge and push 

back against the conventions of spectatorship. This concept not only shifts the way we 

think about resistance but also returns some conceptual power to the spectator and the 

inter-subjective exchange that occurs in any audience. In other words, the concept of 

recalcitrance shifts the focus of the interpretive act; it is not only between the stage and 

the spectator but triangulated between the spectator, their peers, and the performance 

event. This inter-subjective exchange offers a new site of exploration and interpretation 

for performance scholars working in the field of spectatorship studies. In addition, 

recalcitrant spectatorship offers scholars a way to think through the disparate responses 

of individual spectators within the larger audience. This offers the opportunity to 
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consider, with greater nuance, the ways in which the multiple identities of any individual 

spectator might impact their reception and interpretation of the performance event. 

Recalcitrance does not naturally lend itself to implementation by practitioners, but 

there is an opportunity here for practitioners to think through recalcitrance as a possible 

response to their performance. Similarly to thinkers, practitioners can use recalcitrance 

as an impetus to think through the multiple identities that any spectator may carry into 

the space, as well as the identities of the performance makers themselves. Considering 

the inter-subjective response of the audience also offers an opportunity for practitioners 

to consider the physical configuration of the audience and generates the possibility of 

rethinking these configurations to either emphasize or de-emphasize these exchanges. 

In other words, thinking of the audience as individuals with distinct responses that may 

impact the interpretation of the other spectators offers challenges and opportunities for 

practitioners to develop specific responses.  

In other words, performance makers can think about recalcitrance as a potential 

response to the work they are making and the ways in which that response can be 

anticipated and built into the framing of the performance. I would like to take a moment 

here to frame recalcitrance as a potentially productive outcome to a performance, and 

not necessarily as a phenomenon that should be avoided. The case studies included 

above, particularly my experience with Architecting, may appear to emphasize 

discomfort or unpleasant emotions in response to a performance. And while these 

unpleasant emotions can certainly prompt recalcitrance, that does not mean that 

recalcitrance lacks value or is to be avoided. Indeed, many of the changes The TEAM 

has made in their artistic process, and their efforts to foreground diverse voices and 
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artists emerged out of negative responses that were expressed to the treatment of race 

in Architecting. At the same time, my companion’s response to the absurd nudity in The 

Method Gun had a lasting impact on how she thinks about the performance, but it also 

left a distinct impression in her mind. The image was so impactful that it is still 

something she references when we have conversations about devised theatre. I do not 

wish to argue that performance makers should actively seek ways in which to shock and 

discomfort their audiences, but rather that shock and discomfort are also powerful tools 

to use in an attempt to achieve recalcitrance.  

Recalcitrance can be an effective strategy for performance makers to generate 

not only memorable moments for the audience but also as a way for performance 

makers to ask provocative questions and encourage spectators to reflect critically on 

important issues. In many ways, this individual recalcitrance is what Brecht was calling 

for, a recoiling from the action of the play and the opportunity to reflect critically on the 

social realities that were implicated in those events. However, recalcitrance as a 

concept works slightly differently, because it is not only about the individual spectator, 

but also incorporated the inter-subjectivity of the audience at large. As a result, 

recalcitrance is not just about one person responding, but rather how those individual 

responses create a ripple throughout a specific subsection of the audience. As the 

individuals surrounding the recalcitrant spectator become aware of the unscripted 

response they may be prompted to try and fill in the open-blank that is created by a 

reaction they don’t fully understand. 

This project, as a whole, sets out to expand the ways in which we as theatre 

scholars think through spectatorial engagement. While these interventions may not 
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radically reimagine any one concept, they do offer new language and insight for thinking 

through the ways in which audiences are already engaging with performance. 

Collapsing the categories of active and passive spectatorship allows for further 

exploration of other spectatorial responses and the opportunity to further consider how 

they might contribute to the performance event. Considering the work that the audience 

does in receiving and interpreting performance enables performance scholars to better 

understand not only how, but also why performance can continue to impact audiences 

today as well as offer valuable tools for practitioners to continue reconfiguring and 

reimagining how to engage audiences in new ways. 
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Endnotes 

1. In an interview with Carol Martin, Rachel Chavkin - artistic director of The 

TEAM - identifies this aesthetic language as an impetus for generating devised work 

(Martin/Chavkin 111). 

2. I use audience here because there are some performances included that 

require participation from a single audience member, but the vast majority of the 

audience is not included in this participation. 

3. Titles: A History of Collective Creation, Collective Creation in Contemporary 

Performance, and Women, Collective Creation, and Devised Performance 

4. Judith Molina and Elizabeth LeCompte offer two exceptions as white women 

who have received the bulk of the recognition from the work of their companies. 

5. Each of these were staged on Broadway this year, and each received 

numerous Tony nominations, despite their “experimental” natures. 

6. Based on the novel, War Horse by Michael Morpungo. 

7. These puppets were created by Handspring Puppetry Company out of South 

Africa. 

8. One need look no further than the plethora of effusive reviews about the 

emotion these performances brought up to confirm this statement. A brief series of 

blurbs can be found at https://www.warhorseonstage.com/about/reviews/ 

9. “drama publishers Faber and Faber refused to print An Oak Tree (despite 

having published My Arm) because they deemed that the second actor conceit 

[explained below] rendered it ‘not a proper play’.” (Bottoms 67) 

10. Most notably the 2015 revival by The Atlantic Theatre Company in New York. 
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11. Fish’s recent work has trended towards the politically problematic, but as one 

of the progenitors of Reader Response theory, is a necessary inclusion here. 

12. ontheboards.tv 

13. The script call specifically for, “globe lights on the end of ten foot steel poles” 

(148) 

14. One particularly notable example of this is Ivo Van Hove’s 2014 production of 

Scenes from a Marriage. In this performance, Van Hove had different groups of 

spectators simultaneously view different scenes from the performance while divided by 

partitions, and then come together again for the final act of the performance. For more 

detail, see “Vows: Ivo Van Hove takes on Ingmar Bergman’s ‘Scenes From a 

Marriage.’” By Hilton Als in works cited. 

15. Being asleep is used here as the act of falling asleep, or positioning the body 

for sleeping is an active strategy that could be included in the definition of recalcitrance. 

16. The Making of American Audiences: From Stage to Television 1750-1990 

17. New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic World, 1649-

1849 

18. Segdman points out several recent attempts to create such a force in her 

monograph, but at the time of this writing, none of these strategies have been adopted 

broadly. 

19. It is also worth pointing out that while the piece focuses around a low-income 

neighborhood in New Orleans, post-Katrina, the idea of race, and white supremacy are 

only very casually mentioned in the piece. Race plays an enormous role in the 

performance while remaining unspoken. 
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20. This provokes an interesting question: if the scripted response is 

recalcitrance, then is it recalcitrance at all? 

21. The film was written by Nöel Coward as a screen adaptation of his play Still 

Life.  
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