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What does it mean to experience a theatrical performance? What is it that makes the experience of such a performance different from the experience of a televisual or cinematic performance? We feel that there is some difference; there is something about sitting in the theater, watching the play (or performance piece) that is different from watching a movie or TV. We might attribute this difference to a variety of factors, but it seems that, when we get down to it, it’s about "being there." This paper will attempt to identify what this sense of "being there" consists of, and how it is fundamentally different for the spectator of a theatrical or cinematic performance. In order to do this, I will begin with a consideration of a number of works of classical film theory which try to delineate the nature of film vis-a-vis the theater. I will then try to construct a theoretical framework wherein we might understand some of the differences raised by these early film theorists through Derrida’s notion of the "metaphysics of presence." Finally, I will conclude with a consideration of how a phenomenological approach to the theatrical experience might recuperate the notion of "theatrical presence" in light of Derrida’s critique of presence.

As Keir Elam puts it, theater is "an I addressing a you here and now" (Fuchs, 1996). The performers and the spectators inhabit the same spatio-temporal configuration, and that space-time is the time of the performance:   "Performance unfolds in a real time and a real place without any imaginary or transcendental space-time  a priori... performance actualizes time and place. In other words, performance presents, it does not re-present" (Pontbriand 155).  This is clearly different from a cinematic or pre-recorded televisual performance, in which the performance is created by the performer in a different space and time from its reception by the spectator. In live TV, the spectator and performer share the same "time zone" but inhabit different spaces. We find this notion of liveness and shared space again and again in theoretical descriptions of the defining characteristics of theater. In these theories, this spatio-temporal "sharing" is often defined as presence : 

What is unique about the theatre? What can happen there that can’t happen at the movies, or in literature, or while standing before a painting or a work of sculpture? Until recently, the answer- no matter who provided it- almost always had something to do with the face that it’s live and unmediated, that it can put us in the presence of other living, breathing human beings (Copeland, 32).

Copeland goes on to describe the modernist project of stripping the work of art to its essence, which, in the case of theater, is presence. Thus, Jerzy Grotowski insists that "[Theatre] cannot exist without the actor-spectator relationship of perceptual, direct, ‘live’ communion" (Copeland, 32) and Artaud tells us that "We cannot go on prostituting the idea of the theater, whose only value lies in its excruciating, magical connection with reality and danger." He hopes that "theater, because of its physical aspect and because it requires expression in space... allows the magical means of art and speech to be practiced organically and as a whole."

These ideas certainly seem attractive. They provide a way to apprehend the essence of theatrical performance over and against other performance media. But how can we adjust this notion of theatrical presence to account for the overwhelming force of the critique of the "metaphysics of presence" conducted by Derrida and other post-structuralist thinkers? It seems nostalgically naive to predicate our understanding of the specificity of theater on a notion of presence that has been so rigorously and convincingly attacked. How, then, can we re-theorize the specificity of theater in light of these ideas?

I would like to consider the implications of Derrida’s critique of presence as it applies to the idea of theatrical presence and suggest a possible alternative to the concept of presence that still conforms in some way to the spectators experience of "being there" with the performers (and vice-versa). Since a careful or complete review of Derrida’s critique is far beyond the scope of this work (or this author), I will try to adumbrate the specific ways in which his ideas pertain to theatrical presence instead of attempting to deal with them in a broader fashion. I will then turn to a consideration of some phenomenogical theories of intersubjectivity and corporeality and try to elucidate some ways in which those ideas might be helpful in establishing an alternative way of understanding the specificity of theatrical performance which does not recapitulate the logocentrism of presence. I should say at the outset that I am aware that this very project might itself be considered logocentric inasmuch as my critique of the concept of presence will eventually end in a reinscription of some other essential feature of theater, and that recuperation of essence would itself need to be further deconstructed. I can only respond to that possibility by quoting Christopher Norris’ cogent explanation of deconstruction:

 "the operation of deconstruction or the self-deconstruction of logocentric theories does not lead to a new theory that sets everything straight. [These theories] do not escape the logocentric premises they undermine; and there is no reason to believe that a theoretical enterprise could ever free itself from those premises. Theory may well be condemned to a structural inconsistency" (109).

 I will certainly not be hubristic enough to suggest that I can evade those inconsistencies, but I will try to remain conscious of them. I do think that it is important to try to reconcile our theoretical leanings with our common-sense understanding of our everyday experiences.

One of the ways in which we might begin to consider the connection between Derrida’s critique of presence and theatrical performance is with the notion of representation. The relation of theatrical performance
 to representation is not at all clear-cut. In his explanation of Artaud’s theories of theater, Derrida suggests that, for Artaud,

 The stage, certainly, will no longer represent, since it will not operate as an addition, as the sensory illustration of a text already written, thought, or lived oustide the stage, which the stage would then only repeat but whose fabric it would not constitute. The stage will no longer operate as the repetition of a present, will no longer re-present a present that would exist elsewhere and prior to it (Writing 237).

Here we see the connection of representation and presence, inasmuch as representation depends on the re-presentation of an absence (that which is not present is made present through re-presentation.) Roger Copeland explains that "the critique of presence we find in the work of Derrida... would seem to hinge on the concept of representation. Pure presence thus implies nothing less than the defeat of representation" (38). This seems to make sense if we consider an example of an experience of the breakdown of theatrical representation: in his book Staging Real Things Geoff Pywell describes the disturbing experience of attending a performance which took place in a very intimate theatrical setting and during which four female performers were systematically beaten up by a male performer. This "performance" continued until the spectators intervened and someone called the police. We can understand the ways in which the presence of performers and spectators becomes most clear at the moment in which representation breaks down. The moment we stop thinking of the performers as representing other physical bodies and see them as physical bodies which are present to us (and in pain and in need of our intervention to stop that pain) is the moment which foregrounds presence. However, is it the same thing to say that this moment which foregrounds presence, which brings it to the foreground of our consciousness, so to speak, is the same as the moment in which presence is created? Does theatrical presence hinge on our consciousness of the physicality of performers and spectators? I think the way to answer these questions would be to consider the ways in which the performers and spectators are always already representations to themselves and others (or, at least, I think this would be the way Derrida would answer this question.) Thus, there is never a moment where representation ends and presence begins:
Presence, in order to be presence and self-presence, has always already begun to represent itself, has always already been penetrated... Because it has always already begun, representation therefore has no end. (Derrida, Writing 249-250).

 We are never truly present to ourselves or others and are always involved in this endless deferral of the chain of signifiers. Thus, Derrida's critique of presence does seem to hinge on representation: "pure presence" can never be achieved because representation can never be overcome. We are always already representation to ourselves and others. Even our notion of "self" is denied because we are never present to ourself; our notion of self is only a re-presentation of a constantly changing and unstable "identity."

This would be especially important for our notion of performance if we consider the theatrical performance as a moment of presence: a point in time and space in which the spectators and performers are present to each other. This common-sense understanding of the performance situation is undermined by Derrida’s insistence that there is no way in which we can be present to each other or to ourselves. Nonetheless, our experience of theater consists of at least the illusion of presence.

I would suggest that another way to think about this persistence of presence in the theatrical setting is to retheorize it in terms of corporeality. If we return to Pywell’s example, we realize that the moment in which the performance as representation most clearly breaks down is the moment in which we focus on the physicality of the performers and recognize their corporeality (foregrounded by the physical threat of bodily harm.) Is there a difference between corporeal or physical presence (which perhaps needs to be re-figured as physical/corporeal contemporaneity) and intersubjective presence?

Derrida’s arguments seem to focus on the ways in which conscious subjects cannot be present to others (or to their own consciousness.) Thus, the idea of presence in theater can be seen as a privileging of the theatrical spectator over and against the spectator of a more mediated performance: the theatrical spectator is thought to have a priviliged access to the performer’s presence (or subjectivity, consciousness, intention, etc.): performance art "offers women a unique vehicle for making that direct unmediated access [to the audience]. Performance is about the ‘real-life; presence of the artist... She is both signifier and that which is signified. Nothing stands between spectator and performer" (Elwes, 165). Amelia Jones points out the ways in which this privileging of direct access to the performer is misleading: 

The "unique" body of the artist in the body artwork only has meaning by virtue of its contextualization within the codes of identity that accrue to the artist’s body and name. Thus, this body is not self-sufficient in its meaningfulness, but relies not only on an authorial context of "signature" but on a receptive context in which the interpreter or viewer may interact with this body... Live performance makes this contingency, the intersubjectivity of the interpretive exchange highly pronounced and obvious since the body’s actions can be interfered with and realigned according to spectatorial bodies/subjects on the register of the action itself; documents of the body-in-performance are just as clearly contingent however, in that the meaning that accrues to this action and the body-in-performance, is fully dependent on the ways in which the image is contextualized and interpreted (14).

It is important for Jones’ own project as an art historian that she authorize herself as a critic/theorist even though she might be writing about performances which she did not directly experience. However, the specifics of her argument about the contingent nature of the documents of a performance as related to the actual performance can help us to understand the difference between the two (Jones does admit that there is a difference, but that the acknowledgment of this difference should not be confused with a privileging of "being there.") Jones describes the performance situation as "intersubjective" and bases its contingency on the ever-present possibility of interference between and realignment of the positions of spectator and performer. Also, this possibility of interference is figured by Jones as an interference between bodies. Thus, the body becomes the site of contingency and the proximity (spatial and temporal) of bodies is what marks the performance as different from its document. If we consider her use of the term document in a broader sense, we might see how this idea applies to the difference between what we’ve been calling a theatrical performance and a cinematic or televisual one. The latter two modes of performance are not imbued with the same possibility of corporeal interference that Jones ascribes to the body-art performance (and which I am ascribing to a theatrical one.) This would seem to be a way to re-conceptualize our ideas about presence.

Instead of focusing on the intersubjectivity of live performance as a privileged location we can admit, with Jones, that "direct physical contact with an artist... does not ensure ‘knowledge’ of her subjectivity or intentionality any more than does looking at a film or picture of this activity" (13). However, Jones’ statement that although "the live situation may enable the phenomenological relations of flesh-to-flesh engagement, the documentary exchange is equally intersubjective" (12) demands further attention. 

Jones’ use of the word "intersubjective" is clearly important for an understanding of her theory of performance. She seems to understand intersubjectivity as something that is not bounded by temporal or spatial concerns, but which can be realized through the intermediary of the document of performance. In order to analyze the concept of intersubjectivity further and consider its application for a revised concept of corporeal "presence," I would like to conclude this paper by turning to a phenomenological account of theatricality. In his fascinating study of the phenomenology of theater, Stanton Garner suggests that "the phenomenological approach- with its twin perspective on the world as it is perceived and inhabited and the emphasis on embodied subjectivity that has characterized the work of certain of its practitioners- is uniquely able to illuminate the stage’s experiential duality." Throughout his book, there is an implicit dialogue with Derridean theory which becomes explicit in the introduction and conclusion. In his concluding discussion of Derrida’s notion of the trace, Stanton writes that 

as long as theater stages the perceiving body before other perceiving bodies, it will stage its modes of subjectivity and offer up the phenomenal realm as a constitutive dimension of its spectacle... As the Husserlian tradition relinquishes its hold on the stable subject, bound in ideal self-givenness, it opens its domain to experience as we are learning to see it, in its dislocations and ambiguities, its variable modes of embodiment, its traces (230).

Stanton seems to suggest a point at which Derrida’s critique of presence (as found in his critique of Husserl, for instance) can be reconciled with a type of phenomenology that would foreground the notion of embodied intersubjectivity. It is this notion of embodiment that is most interesting for our consideration of theatrical performance, since it provides a way to understand the interaction between performer and spectator which does not rely on the foundation of presence. Instead, this intersubjectivity is about embodied experience, and about how that experience is shaped by the proximity and interaction of other bodies. 

Elizabeth Grosz, in her discussion of Merleau-Ponty, emphasizes his concept of reversibility: "To see, then, is also, by implication, to be seen. Seeing entails having a body that is itself capable of being seen, that is visible. This is the very condition of seeing, the condition of embodiment" (101). This notion of an intersubjective reversibility of perception would seem to explain the sensed immediacy of the theatrical experience: the spectator is always seen seeing by the performer (and vice-versa.) Unfortunately, it’s not quite as simple as all that. Calling Merleau-Ponty’s notions of perception intersubjective might be misleading since part of his project is to break down the subject-object dichotomy: "Merleau-Ponty is making a stronger claim than that every person who sees is capable of being seen by other subjects. His point is ontological and not interpersonal: the painter sees trees; but the trees also, in some sense, see the painter" (Grosz, 101). 

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of "intersubjectivity" poses a fascinating problematic for our consideration of the theatrical situation. If there is no privileging of "true" intersubjectivity (ie: a relation between conscious subjects) over the relation between subject and object, then how are we to differentiate between a live performance, in which the embodied subjects are in physical proximity and a "mediated" performance in which the relation is more indirect? Wouldn’t Merleau-Ponty’s theory of reversibility suggest that the mediated object (the performer)  would be able to involve itself in an intersubjective (the word sounds out of place in this usage) relation with the spectator/subject in just the same way that the non-mediated object/performer would? This is a complicated question which I will not attempt to answer fully, but I will suggest that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body image might help us to reconcile his theories of intersubjectivity with our more common-sense understanding of the difference between looking at a non-conscious object and a conscious subject.

The body image consists not only of the physical body of the perceiving subject, but also becomes extended in and through objects with which the body has contact: "External objects, implements and instruments with which the subject continually interacts become, while they are being used, intimate, vital, even libidinally cathected parts of the body image" (Grosz, 81). This philosophy of the extensive nature of subjectivity depends upon blurring the distinction between subject and object, and yet may provide a way for us to differentiate the perception of objects from the perception of other subjects. What seems to be important for the subjectification of an external object is that it is an object which could potentially become part of the body image, and in order for that to occur, there seems to be a need for control and mastery of that object (the terms "implement" and "instrument" are not accidental.) Thus, a blind man’s stick may become part of his body image, and so might his dog, to some extent, but when that dog stops functioning as an extension of its master’s subjective desires and acts out its own wishes (to go chase the cat up the tree, for instance) there will be an immediate and forceful rupture of their interconnectedness. So perhaps the relation between spectator and performer in a live performance could be differentiated from other types of performances in that the objective nature of the performer is less controlled by the subjectivity of the spectator. To give a fairly obvious example, the spectator of a TV performance can change the channel, or rewind the VCR, but the theatrical spectator has less of a feeling of control due to the immediacy of the theatrical performance. Even in a cinematic performance, there is some feeling of mastery due to the fact that the performance is always repeatable: I could go out for popcorn and know that whatever I missed I could always see again. 

This brings us back to Amelia Jones’ assertion that live performance is predicated on the fact that "the body’s actions can be interfered with and realigned according to spectatorial bodies" (14). This would seem to indicate that there is a greater amount of control in a live performance since the spectator can insert herself into the performance. However, the outcome of such an interference is entirely unpredictable. The performers are not objects that would react and conform predictably to the viewing subject’s will. 

I think that the phenomenological concepts of the body-image and intersubjectivity provide an important counterpoint to Derrida’s critique of presence for our understanding of the nature of theatrical performance, but I am also aware that these ideas need further development and thought. Perhaps these two philosophical "methodologies" (deconstruction and phenomenology) can be fruitfully combined to produce a theoretical explanation for the common feeling of "being there" which we associate with live theatrical performance. This is not an unimportant project, especially in light of Elinor Fuchs’ suggestion that the very institution of drama, whose founding moment coincides with the birth of Western metaphysics, may be fundamentally at risk from Derrida’s critique of that metaphysics: "We are looking at the end of drama and the emerging form of a post-metaphysical drama... Lifting the Derridean terms ‘speech,’ ‘writing,’ ‘presence’ into theatrical analogy, must we also import their active principle, Derrida’s attack on metaphysics?" (Character 91). Before we sound the death bell for drama, we should consider how Derrida’s attack on metaphysics can be applied to theater in a less antagonistic way if united with a phenomenological approach. 

 The next step in creating this productive union would likely be to consider further how the phenomenological account of inter"subjectivity" is different for "objects" such as a film or television screen and for "subjects" in the traditionally understood usage. I believe that a further interrogation of the body-image and extensive intentionality would prove useful in this regard, but I will leave further discussion of those matters for another project
.
�I am using the term "theatrical performance" in a broad sense to distinguish performances that are live and relatively un-mediated as opposed to cinematic or televisual performances. Such "theatrical performances" would include performances which take place in a conventional theatrical setting, as well as pieces which might be considered "performance art" and might require a broader understanding of the term "theatrical."


�My upcoming PhD exams, for instance! To be continued...





