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This Wide and Universal Theater: Shakespeare 
in Performance Then and Now. By David Bevington. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009; xi + 242 pp. 
$25.00 cloth, $16.00 paper.

Shakespeare’s Globe: A Theatrical Experiment. 
Edited by Christie Carson and Farah Karim-Cooper. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008; xxii + 268 pp. 
$81.00 cloth, $25.99 paper.

Shakespeare and Impure Aesthetics. By Hugh Grady. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009; ix + 261 pp. 
$99.00 cloth.

Shakespeare and Child’s Play: Performing Lost 
Boys on Stage and Screen. By Carol Chillington Rutter. 
London: Routledge, 2007; xxii + 250 pp. $125.00 cloth, 
$35.95 paper.

What is the state of play in Shakespeare performance studies? 
As far back as Harley Granville-Barker’s Prefaces to Shakespeare 
(1946–1947), the pull of a specifically theatrical critique has 
worked — albeit unevenly — to revise and in some cases chal-
lenge the notion that Shakespeare’s plays — and, by extension, 
dramatic writing more generally — can be fully, completely, 
most dynamically conceived as purely literary, textual objects. 
Ironically enough, the “author” has launched a meticulous drive 
to discover the social, economic, architectural, and artistic prac-
tices of theatrical performance in early modern England, a drive 
spilling back into the rich new work emerging on medieval per-
formance and forward into the long 18th century as well. More 
specifically, Shakespeare studies has developed its own parochial discourse of performance, usu-
ally called “performance criticism” or “stage-oriented criticism,” based in the most extreme 
view on an artificially narrow conception that “the stage expanding before an audience is the 
source of all valid discovery” (Styan 1977:235). Despite the necessity of nodding to the impact 
of “performance,” an unsurprising critical backlash — promoted most visibly in Lukas Erne’s 
learned Shakespeare as Literary Dramatist (2003) — witnesses a deeply held conviction of the pri-
ority of textual, literary concerns in the proper critical framing of Shakespearean drama. Given 
its commitment to the value of texts as literature, perhaps Shakespeare studies is simply not 
constituted to explore the multiform role that writing might have in rethinking the work of 
dramatic performance. 

And yet, remembering the global reach of Shakespeare today, a Shakespeare performance 
studies should be well positioned to conceive the dynamic work of dramatic — and, pace Hans-
Thies Lehmann, postdramatic — performance as a mode of cultural production. None of the 
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studies gathered here take on this larger issue; at the same time, 
each participates, directly or indirectly, in charting the potential-
ity of Shakespeare performance studies. David Bevington’s This 
Wide and Universal Theater: Shakespeare in Performance Then and 
Now exemplifies the rewards of an informed, fundamentally lit-
erary account of Shakespeare performance. Bevington locates 
Shakespeare’s plays Then in the circumstances of their origi-
nal theatrical production, as instruments extending the mate-
rial form of that theatre to its full imaginative reach. Since an 
“awareness of their theatrical dimensions can illuminate num-
berless dramatic situations inherent in the dialogue” (1), a clear 
understanding of the production and reception practices of early 
modern theatres not only accounts for the circumstances that 
the plays were designed to exploit, but reciprocally provides 
insight into their “inherent” dramatic meaning. Now, it might 
be argued that theatrical production has been supplemented 
not only by modes of theatre unimaginable to Shakespeare, but 
also by new technologies of making and recording performance. 
Bevington aims, then, to “juxtapose those insights with more 
modern instances in film, television, and theatrical performance 
in order to appreciate some ways in which changed modes of 
presentation can arise out of, and contribute to, changed per-
ceptions of the text” (1–2). We would be right to sense a kind 
of tension here, not only in conceiving theatre principally as a 
“mode of presentation” of the text, but also in the implicit pur-
poses of performance critique, to lead us back to a richer appre-
ciation of “the text.” 

After briefly sketching the main lines of Shakespeare’s devel-
opment in the theatre, and more recently in film and television, 
Bevington’s second chapter introduces the practices of act-
ing and theatre in late-Elizabethan England. Although the gen-
eral outlines here are familiar, Bevington particularly traces the 

mobility of personnel especially after the plague closings of the early 1590s, focusing on several 
members of the company associated with Shakespeare. He also provides a useful overview to the 
documentary record of the location and design of the amphitheatres, and gives particular atten-
tion to the dramatic utility of the tiring-house doors and the gallery; there’s also a brief but 
illuminating account of indoor performance venues, the Middle Temple Hall and Blackfriars. 
Succeeding chapters focus on stage business in the comedies, performing the histories, moral 
ambiguity in Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida, on the major tragedies (two chap-
ters), and on the romances. Each chapter opens with a shrewd reading of the plays’ thematic 
engagement with theatrical space, and then proceeds to take up a series of theatrical, film, and 
television encounters. Again and again one finds remarkable observations, the “battle for the tir-
ing-house wall” as a feature of the sweep of Shakespeare’s historical dramas (77), the “mixed-
genre experimentalism” inspiring the modern era’s rediscovery of Troilus and Cressida (122), the 
ways that the modern setting of many Shakespeare films (such as Michael Almereyda’s Hamlet 
[2000]) can comment “on the nature of acting and theatrical illusion that seem in keeping with 
the text’s abiding interest in theatrical reflexivity” (149). Rather than a merely “metadramatic” 
reading of Shakespeare’s plays, then, Bevington implies that subsequent efforts to materialize 
the drama in stage action find continued resource in the plays’ still-inscribed engagement with 
the spatiality of the early modern theatre, following “the dramatist’s lead in imagining the scene 
in its fullest dimension” (224).
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For Bevington, Shakespeare performance is in a dialectical relation of dependence and 
dialogue with dramatic writing; Carol Chillington Rutter’s Shakespeare and Child’s Play also 
bears the strains of this “double project.” The notion that contemporary performances frame 
Shakespeare’s children in ways evocative of “an urgently contemporary, even millennial, con-
cern with ‘childness’, with negotiating the emotive subject of the child in our culture” (73) is 
unsurprising; what is perhaps more arresting is the desire to locate this concern in Shakespeare, 
rather than in what we want to say via the design of Shakespearean performance. Whether 
or not readers accept her refutation of Philippe Ariès’s and Lawrence Stone’s notion that the 
“idea of ‘childhood’ was unknown in early modern European culture,” or its reiteration in 
Patricia Fumerton’s sense of the merely “‘ornamental’” value of children (xii–xiii), Rutter does 
signal work in exfoliating the persistent — and clearly undervalued — performances of chil-
dren throughout the canon of Shakespeare’s plays. While Marge Garber notes there are “‘very 
few children in Shakespeare’s plays’” (qtd. xiii), counting the chief roles of mammocking lit-
tle Martius in Coriolanus, Mamillius in The Winter’s Tale, Macduff ’s eggy brood in Macbeth, 
and the testy princes in Richard III, Rutter carefully fills in the details: children often appear 
in small roles, sometimes in entirely silent parts that nonetheless have a luminous place in the 
action — from Aaron’s baby in Titus Andronicus, the changeling boy in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, or the slaughtered baggage boys in Henry V, to much more significant parts, Fleance 
in Macbeth, the babies who grow into girls in the romances (Marina and Perdita), and Juliet. 
All in all, Rutter counts some 50 parts for children, adding to them “the notional or symbolic 
babies: the one Julietta ‘groans’ with; the one Cleopatra nurses” among others, and the offstage 
children, the Nurse’s Susan, Antigonus’s three daughters, and so on (xiii–xiv). Much as Keith 
Thomas notes that children “‘were ubiquitous’” in early modern culture, so, too, they’re ubiqui-
tous in the language, action, and symbolic texture of Shakespearean drama (qtd. xiv).

Yet while Rutter gestures toward textual authority for her treatment of children, she con-
fesses that the “book began its life in today’s theatre” (xv), and despite its careful and impres-
sive accounting for the roles of early modern children, its fullest engagement is with the ways 
a range of modern productions use Shakespearean dramatic writing to clarify urgent, contem-
porary anxieties circulating around “the child.” After an initial chapter tracing the understand-
ing of childhood in early modern England and setting it alongside a panoply of children in 
Shakespeare’s plays, Rutter turns to three longer studies: comparing Elizabethan patterns of 
education to Julie Taymor’s 1999 film version of Titus; aligning medical or “medicinal” accounts 
of early modern children with the extraordinary attention to Mamillius in modern versions of 
The Winter’s Tale; and reading King James’s Basilikon Doron, addressed to his son, against sev-
eral recent Macbeths, most notably Penny Woolcock’s 1997 television film, Macbeth on the Estate. 
What emerges here is not the re-dressing of old themes in hip new clothes; instead, Rutter’s 
readings testify to the ways performance necessarily recontextualizes the plays, allowing them to 
speak at all by forcing them to speak to us. As she suggests, perhaps in an unguarded moment, 
“Whatever Shakespeare’s playtext is doing at the end of The Winter’s Tale, performances of the 
play on contemporary English stages are now regularly requiring spectators to experience as 
much the ‘numbness’ that the ending wants to ‘Bequeath to death’ as the ‘Dear life’ it awakes to 
‘faith’” (153). 

The desire to retain the accent of Shakespearean meaning is palpable, even at the moment 
that it seems most forsaken, emerging perhaps most vividly in Rutter’s brilliant final chapter 
on Macbeth. Rutter sees James’s (premature, as it turned out) deathbed advice manual, Basilikon 
Doron, addressed to four-year-old Prince Henry, “reaching into Macbeth its dedicated attention 
to the child. These are two texts that think themselves, imagine themselves through the idea of 
the child” (164). Macbeth, of course, pays direct homage to James, descended from the escaped 
Fleance, but Rutter uses Basilikon Doron, with its strange blending of the intimate and the pub-
lic, to interrogate the anxiety of succession. Critics have long recognized the importance of 
child-imagery in the play, and Rutter provides a savvy overview of L.C. Knight’s “spoof” of the 
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Bradeleyan critical project (167) in “How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?” and of the more 
abstract texture of imagery advanced by Cleanth Brooks and the New Critics before landing on 
the observation that generates her account of contemporary Macbeths: for the past 30 years, the 
absent child of Lady Macbeth has provided not only a thematic node for productions, but has 
been the focus of actresses’ conception and preparation of the role. Yet if “[i]n the 1980s Britain 
became child-centred” (172), it also became obsessed by a series of brutal murders, notably the 
battery of James Bulger to death by two 10-year-old boys (173), an event that scores Rutter’s 
reading of Macbeth in contemporary production. Since 1986, “it’s the killing of Macduff ’s chil-
dren in 4.2” that has come to stand for the play’s conceptual center (193), whether the play is 
set in Uganda or, as in Woolcock’s TV film, in a British housing project; here, children are no 
longer innocent nor are they the vessel of a hopeful futurity, but instead offer only a violent 
“crisis of interpretation, a deep equivocation” (189). And yet while Rutter observes that we con-
tinuously take up Shakespeare’s child’s play in “re-performances constituting acts of memory as 
acts of creation that recall and transform the past in the form of the present” (204), Shakespeare 
and Child’s Play more powerfully suggests that we use the action and imagery of Shakespearean 
drama to master our own horrible imaginings. 

Bevington and Rutter measure an animating dialectic of contemporary Shakespeare per-
formance studies: performance as evocation of Shakespeare/performance as remaking of 
Shakespeare. Hugh Grady’s Shakespeare and Impure Aesthetics is not directed specifically to per-
formance, but nonetheless its project — using a Frankfurt School interweaving of the aesthetic 
into the system of commodity and ideological production — bears significantly on our under-
standing of the work of Shakespearean writing in modern culture. Precisely “because the previ-
ous aesthetic criticism of the New Critics and Northrop Frye had made political and ideological 
issues taboo subjects within the professionalist discourse of mainstream English studies, the new 
wave [of the 1970s and 1980s] filled a gaping hole in literary studies and defined the agenda 
for a generation. Twenty years later, however, this kind of political criticism has to some extent 
itself become domesticated and academicized, leaving behind an empty fetishism of depoliti-
cized ‘facts’ and objects called ‘new new historicism’ or ‘the new materialism’” (37). To coun-
ter this trajectory, Grady deploys the Frankfurt School — chiefly Theodor Adorno and Walter 
Benjamin — to negotiate the Kantian tradition of aesthetic autonomy, arguing that since all 
claims of aesthetic “autonomy,” of the “alterity” of art forms from other forms of social practice, 
are relative, the aesthetic can only be seized as “impure,” since its “autonomy” is explicitly con-
stituted as part of, and as apart from, the more apparently instrumental forms of social life (28–
29). Grady suggestively elaborates the ways that the notion of art as an “unalienated form of 
labor” remains connected to the definition of “increasingly alienated, mechanized forms of labor 
associated with industrial manufacture” (32), much as the romantic implication of aesthetics in 
the spheres of nature and religion locates in a “non-instrumental” orientation to the “instru-
mentalizing relationship to nature implicit in capitalist development” (34).

The power of the aesthetic resides in its impurity, its incomplete distanciation from the 
social order. Tracing this impurity guides the rich discussion of four plays that form the center-
piece of the book, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Timon of Athens, Hamlet, and Romeo and Juliet. In 
each case, Grady works to “pursue ideology-critique and aesthetic analysis simultaneously” (54), 
whether in foregrounding the impure inability of the “theatre” — the mechanicals’ rehearsal 
and performance in A Midsummer Night’s Dream — to distinguish its aesthetic practices from 
the materiality and social hierarchies in which it resides, or in the undecidable tension between 
“autonomous” and “economic” valuations of art in Timon. Grady’s brilliant chapter on Timon 
stands as the epitome of the book’s argument, and also of its canny positioning of Shakespeare 
in early and late modernity: insofar as the Shakespearean aesthetic is impure, incomplete, 
insufficient to change the world, it provides “a version of the aesthetic that speaks to us with 
renewed urgency at the beginning of the twenty-first century at a point in history in which the 
utopian desires of Modernism to transform and humanize an alienated world have proven to be 
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unfulfillable,” especially as “we have seemingly arrived where Shakespeare ends this strange and 
haunting play — with a searing, negative, condemning vision of the social madness of commod-
ity idolatry, coupled with an acceptance of the limits of such judgments in themselves, the need 
for patience and pragmatism” (129). In the second phase of the book, Grady turns to the dis-
persed notion of allegory derived in Benjamin’s Origin of German Tragic Drama; understood as 
the ceaseless piling up of significant but incoherent fragments of signification, fragments that 
resist the kind of totalization that would make the aesthetic a simple instrument of ideologi-
cally redundant assimilation or resistance, Benjamin’s “allegory” stands apart both from a New 
Critical assimilation of poetic “ambiguity” to largely dominant ideologies, and from a New 
Historical privileging of artistic “subversion.” For Grady, Hamlet exemplifies this dimension of 
the Trauerspiel, as the play’s disarray of symbols works against a triumphant single narrative, or 
single point of subjectification, while at the same time enabling a critique of the closure of nar-
rative and subject. Romeo and Juliet more particularly hinders assimilation to Aristotelian notions 
of tragedy, and to the dominant forms of dramatic genre altogether, largely through its “strong 
assertion of the reality of other possibilities, of the role of chance and accident in the fatal denoue-
ment — of the plays’ refusal to be, in fact, and Aristotelian tragedy of hamartia” (223). I’m not 
sure whether Grady intends us to hear the accents of Brecht here, but in aligning “aesthetic 
space” (224) with the modeling of alternative social possibilities — possibilities forestalled by the 
genres of conventional aesthetic experience — Grady’s impure aesthetic recalls the influence of 
Brecht’s practice on the trajectory of Benjamin’s thinking about art. 

In some ways, the book that presses the most evident “performance studies” agenda here is 
Christie Carson and Farah Karim-Cooper’s collection of essays Shakespeare’s Globe: A Theatrical 
Experiment. Commemorating the first decade of the London theatre, Shakespeare’s Globe 
unashamedly advocates for a specific understanding of the project and its cultural value: the 
theatre is not a monument to Shakespeare, but an “experimental” instrument for new learn-
ing in and through performance. For a book about “experiment,” though, Shakespeare’s Globe 
is remarkably sensitive to “criticism”; or, more fairly, it represents efforts to analyze the Globe 
and its performances from outside the licensed discourse of its directors, performers, and edu-
cation office as mainly “critical”/negative rather than “critical”/interrogative. (Full disclosure: 
though essays here repeatedly allude to “criticism” of the project, two lines of inquiry — Dennis 
Kennedy’s analysis of the Globe as “edutainment” and my reading of the Globe in Shakespeare 
and the Force of Modern Performance, placing it on the horizon of theme parks and living history 
museums — seem to have caused the most anxiety.) Although “popular misconceptions about 
this project” (Carson and Karim-Cooper [7]) apparently persist, the “more rigorous approach to 
criticism” set out by Shakespeare’s Globe amounts less to an account of the aims, terms, and mea-
surement of the “experiment” than to providing “adequate detail regarding the principles which 
have guided the work,” dealing principally with the “intentions of its creators, rather than with 
the critics’ preconceptions and idealized theoretical projections” (7). Enthusiastically refusing 
“distance or objectivity” (9), Shakespeare’s Globe illustrates “the kinds of criticism that are pos-
sible when the experiments are addressed from a position of real understanding” (9). There’s 
much to learn from this volume, but not only is this undemocratic constriction of inquiry disap-
pointing in this “profoundly democratic theatre space” (Carson [115]), but as a model “experi-
ment” it’s cold fusion at its best.

There is, or was, an “experiment” behind the building of the Globe, which had to do with 
seeing what would come of playing Shakespeare’s plays on a reconstruction of their original 
theatrical instrument, more or less in its original location. Experiencing “the shock of the old” 
(Andrew Gurr’s superb phrase [xvii]) has been with us for over a century now, and even the past 
decade has witnessed the ways notions of origin, restoration, and the past are deeply intertwined 
with the conception of the present. A decade ago, critique of the Globe (critique: reflective, ana-
lytical discussion) engaged the venue’s provisional claims to a provisional “authenticity”; now, 
Shakespeare’s Globe eschews that discussion, replacing it with an emphasis on “original practices.” 
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Of course, the practices can be no more original than they were authentic 10 years ago: they are 
our practices, framed within our interests and motives for understanding a specific conception 
of the past through specific means of enactment. This is the burden of several of the essays on 
“original practices” here. Franklin J. Hildy’s natty essay on “The ‘Essence of Globeness’” traces 
the history of Globe-like buildings and the range of ways their architecture, materials, location, 
and use claimed to articulate a range of distinct, and rather different “original” values. In this 
sense, it’s hardly surprising that the definition of “original practices” working at Shakespeare’s 
Globe is specialized as well; as Carson notes, the Globe is committed to how “the text must be 
experienced” whether “in the present moment” or by “re-experiencing the texts in their own 
period” (32). Setting aside the question of whether there’s a real distinction between the “pre-
sentist” and “historicist” forms of experience in the theatre, it’s notable what the Globe exper-
iment wants to explore: an experience of the text. In the self-understanding of the Globe team, 
the experiment conceives performance — whether postmodern, postdramatic, or original prac-
tices — as a means to illuminate writing. 

The Globe is a monument to playing texts, and to what we might say we learn about them in 
the process. Yet as Alan C. Dessen suggests — taking one of the few “critical” perspectives on the 
Globe project collected in the anthology — even this limited sense of experiment is undone by 
the failure to engage with the demands of “OP” scrupulously enough. Dessen is himself skep-
tical of “theatrical essentialism,” the notion that “regardless of other changes in language, cul-
ture and social practice, a basic core of truths about theatrical practice persists” (46), and argues 
that the explicit erasure of known early modern conventions in favor of “workable” practices 
(playing in the yard, large-scale scenic properties) has tended almost to blunt the purpose of the 
experiment altogether. The space and its users’ imagination of its proper function have been 
consequential; indeed, the significance attributed to the proper use of the Globe is what distin-
guishes it from other merely outdoor theatres. Airplanes fly overhead, pigeons land, rain falls 
on open-air theatres everywhere, theatres sharing rooflessness and audience proximity with the 
Globe experiment — what lends Gonzalo’s no “need of any engine” line, delivered after a pass-
ing airplane, point and purpose here is precisely the notion of historical dissonance that sustains 
the project (see Carroll [39]). 

To this extent it may be that Globe performance “forces a modern audience to confront the 
past through a renegotiation of current theatrical conventions” (Karim-Cooper [73]), such as 
the use of uniform lighting or the application of the stiff, flat white OP makeup Mark Rylance 
wore as Olivia in the 2002 Twelfth Night. And yet it strikes me that it is difficult to make this 
confrontation feel, well, confrontational. The Globe is a remarkably festive venue, distinct in the 
kind of “theatre” it conveys from modernist palaces of art like the Royal National Theatre or 
even the Swan in Stratford. One element of this festivity, though, is that performance is rarely 
a “confrontational” experience; as Rylance points out, “confrontation” actually marks the lim-
its of some imaginable historical experimentation, such as the use of blackface (74). Where 
Shakespeare’s Globe has been confrontational is in its choice of repertoire, not only in stag-
ing non-Shakespearean plays, but also in the “Read not Dead” staged readings. Here, I think, 
the editors are right to claim one crucial “discovery,” foregrounding “a multilayered context for 
Shakespeare’s work,” and the theatrical interest of that alternative non-Shakespearean body of 
work as well (Carson and Karim-Cooper [227]). 

It’s hard not to agree that the “divide between creativity and critical analysis” is unhelpful 
(Carson and Karim-Cooper [228]); at the same time, creative critical analysis and critical cre-
ativity are often different modes of discourse, doing and saying different things to different 
audiences. To my mind, the Globe has been a signally provocative and productive experiment, 
but the experiment has only partly to do with Shakespeare’s plays; it has had equally to do with 
our imagination of theatre, literature, democracy, and their intersection in historical perfor-
mance as consumer culture. Such issues are well within the purview of the Globe, its schol-
ars, practitioners, and education department; they’re some of the issues that the Globe might 
share with Shakespeare performance studies more widely conceived. But they’re less likely to 
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be engaged without an alternative, perhaps even “alienating” critical or theoretical perspective 
on the work of performance, dramatic performance, or Shakespeare. As Roland Barthes mem-
orably put it, writing of another theatre that seemed to make unexpected demands, “There is 
no official decree or supernatural intervention which graciously dispenses the theater from the 
demands of theoretical reflection” (1972:73).

 — W.B. Worthen

References

Barthes, Roland. 1972. “The Tasks of Brechtian Criticism.” In Critical Essays, tr. Richard Howard, 71–76. 
Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Erne, Lukas. 2003. Shakespeare as Literary Dramatist. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Granville-Barker, Harley. 1946–47. Prefaces to Shakespeare. 2 vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Kennedy, Dennis. 1998. “Shakespeare and Cultural Tourism.” Theatre Journal 50, 2:175–88.

Lehmann, Hans-Thies. 2006. Postdramatic Theatre. Trans. Karen Jürs-Munby. London: Routledge.

Styan, J.L. 1977. The Shakespeare Revolution: Criticism and Performance in the Twentieth Century. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Worthen, W.B. 2003. Shakespeare and the Force of Modern Performance. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

W.B. Worthen, Alice Brady Pels Professor in the Arts, is Chair of the Department of Theatre, Barnard 
College, and Cochair of the PhD in Theatre, Columbia University. His most recent book, Drama: 
Between Poetry and Performance, was published by Wiley-Blackwell in 2010.

TDR: The Drama Review 55:1 (T209) Spring 2011. ©2011 
New York University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Psychophysical Acting: An Intercultural Approach 
after Stanislavski. By Phillip B. Zarrilli. London and New 
York: Routledge, 2009; 255 pp; 21 black-and-white illustrations. 
$40.95 paper.

Phillip B. Zarrilli needs no introduction. Author of Kathakali 
Dance-Drama (2000), coauthor of Theatre Histories: An 
Introduction (2006), and editor of Acting (Re)considered (2002), 
his latest contribution to the field of performance and perfor-
mance studies, Psychophysical Acting: An Intercultural Approach 
after Stanislavski, is monumental. Recipient of the Association 
for Theatre in Higher Education (ATHE) Outstanding Book 
award in 2010, Zarrilli’s latest book reveals that rare breed of 
scholar-practitioner able to transition seamlessly between the-
ory and praxis. Part philosophy, part hands-on manual, the 
book is accessible and user-friendly (if redundant at times), with 
an interactive DVD created by Peter Hulton featuring exercises, production documentation, 
and interviews that illustrate examples outlined in the main text. Divided into three parts with 
eleven chapters and a foreword by Eugenio Barba, Psychophysical Acting is a direct address to the 
needs of the contemporary theatre actor and director. 

Drawing on over 30 years of dedicated study of non-Western practices of yoga, the Indian 
martial art kalarippayattu, and taiqiquan, Zarrilli weaves personal experience and narrative with 
theoretical inquiry and analysis. In 1976, Zarrilli embarked on a personal journey to Kerala, 
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India, to study kathakali dance-drama. The phrase, “Use your whole body, Zarrilli, your whole 
body!” (3) uttered by his kathakali teacher Gurukkal Govindankutty Nayar, one of the great 
masters of the tradition, sparked a lifelong quest to understand what exactly his teacher meant. 
Expanding on his previous work, Zarrilli seeks to transpose key elements of these three modes 
of psychophysical training into the Western actor’s process, exploring what he calls the “ener-
getics” of acting. 

In his opening chapter, Zarrilli provides a detailed historical overview of the term “psy-
chophysical” as developed by Stanislavski and how his “method” has been severely misunder-
stood, particularly in the US. While Stanislavski continued to experiment with new forms in 
an effort to solve acting problems for new forms of drama such as Symbolism, the circulation 
of Ryszard Boleslavsky’s lectures and performances of Stanislavski’s realist works was distort-
ing Stanislavski’s approach to acting (16). Basing his theories of “psychophysical” acting on the 
work of psychologist Théodule Armand Ribot (1839–1916) and his limited knowledge of Indian 
yoga, Stanislavski attempted to bridge the gap between the “psycho” and the “physical” ele-
ments of acting to overcome 17th-century French philosopher René Descartes’s mind-body 
dualism, which pervaded Western philosophical thought. As Sharon Carnicke notes in “The 
Life of the Human Spirit: Stanislavski’s Eastern Self” (2000), Stanislavski became interested in 
yoga as early as 1906; however, the Soviet authorities censored any reference to Hindu philos-
ophy from his 1938 acting manual, “obscuring the importance of Symbolism, formalism, and 
yoga in his work” (15). While Zarrilli does not reject Stanislavski, per se, he suggests that con-
temporary actors are expected to perform across a broad range of new, alternative dramaturgies 
that require a new type of training — conventional realist approaches to acting are no longer 
adequate or even appropriate for the work required of an actor working with “postdramatic”1 
texts or devised theatre. Zarrilli’s book could be seen as a pedagogical companion to Hans-
Thies Lehmann’s Postdramatic Theatre (2006). 

Zarrilli devotes an entire chapter to the importance of the breath (prana in Sanskrit) or 
life force — identified in Chinese taiqiquan as qi (in Japanese ki ) — which animates and acti-
vates the actor’s untapped potential power. Once awakened, the actor’s perception and aware-
ness is heightened and honed, producing a qualitative vibration of energy that is palpable and 
perceived by the audience, what Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo calls ki-awareness (57). This 
attention to breath can be likened to Michael Chekhov’s psychological gestures and radia-
tion (2002). The end result of rigorous psychophysical training is the ability to shape and move 
energy and awareness with control, grace, and ease. As in Zeami’s “less is more” philosophy, the 
performer learns how to control energy like a “ki-energy dimmer switch” (102), working with 
different percentages of intensity inside and out. Drawing on the post–Merleau-Ponty phe-
nomenology of Alva Noë, Drew Leder, Shigenori Nagatomo, and Yuasa Yasuo, Zarrilli explores 
perception and a meta-theoretical understanding of acting as a phenomenon. In the act of per-
ception, ideally, the actor-as-perceiver/doer, through a heightened sensory and perceptual 
awareness, is always active within an environment, ready “to leap and act” (50). Samuel Beckett’s 
postdramatic text Ohio Impromptu serves as an example of how Zarrilli perceived his own per-
formance from the inside through a heightened attention to breath and sensory awareness.

Through improvisational game-structures and imagery, in a series of five case studies — The 
Beckett Project; O\ta Sho\go’s The Water Station; Speaking Stones, a devised work with text by Kaite 
O’Reilly; 4:48 Psychosis by Sarah Kane; and Attempts on Her Life by Martin Crimp — Zarrilli 
analyzes each with a range of depth, detail, and complexity, The Water Station by O\ ta Sho\go 

  1.	Hans-Thies Lehmann applied the term “postdramatic” to a diverse range of alternative scripted and devised per-
formances produced since the 1970s in which “psychologically whole characters, central story lines and plots 
are no longer necessary,” as can be seen in the work of the Wooster Group, Forced Entertainment, and Richard 
Foreman (7). In postdramatic forms of theatre, text is no longer dominant and carries equal importance as move-
ment, images, and other theatrical elements (46).
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being the most thorough and evocative treatment of his theories in action. An original devised 
work by Tenkei Gekijo\ (or Theatre of Transformation), The Water Station has been described 
as “visual poetry” (144), a “drama of silence” that requires performers to divest themselves of 
all extraneous movement and to explore “monumental simplicity” (146). In a series of nine 
scenes, travelers migrate at a glacial pace across an empty stage, stopping at a broken water fau-
cet, then exiting. From his process of directing The Water Station with students at the Theatre 
Training and Research Programme (TTRP) in Singapore in 2007, Zarrilli provides a moment-
by-moment snapshot of how each actor silently progresses through their psychophysical score, 
demonstrating how these theories can be applied in practice. 

Zarrilli’s approach contributes to the growing number of psychophysical training meth-
ods such as Japanese noh, Lecoq, Meyerhold’s biomechanics, Grotowski-based work, butoh, 
Suzuki training, and kathakali dance-drama that throughout the second half of the 20th century 
gained currency within the United States. The book proposes a radical paradigm shift within 
undergraduate and graduate acting and directing training and should be required reading for 
performers, directors, and theatre educators. It has the potential to transform the field in signif-
icant ways by offering a new understanding of what constitutes engaging performance and actor 
training in the 21st century.

 — Rachel Bowditch
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The Transformative Power of Performance: A New Aesthetics. 
By Erika Fischer-Lichte. Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2008; 240 pp. 
$36.95.

Erika Fischer-Lichte’s claim for “a new aesthetics” is provocative, but flawed. 
Earlier aesthetic theories, she observes, were predicated on a static subject-
object relation between observer and artifactual work of art. However, fol-
lowing what she calls the “performative turn” (18) of the 1960s in Western 
art and society, it became apparent that the aesthetic encounter is better 
understood as an “event,” whose meanings, effects, and outcomes are radi-
cally unstable, because of each component’s potential to influence how the 
others unfold.

The core of Fischer-Lichte’s book identifies these components, and 
argues that their mutual inter-informing constitutes an “autopoietic feedback loop” (47). The 
chapter “Shared Bodies, Shared Spaces” establishes the performance event as process; “The 
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Performative Generation of Materiality” focuses on corporeality, spatiality, and “tonality” (sonic 
and aural elements) in the event; and the next chapter explores how meaning can be said to 
emerge out of such phenomena. In the latter part of the book, Fischer-Lichte aims to iden-
tify both the scope and the parameters of such an interpretation. Of particular interest to her 
throughout are those Euro-American performances, spanning the second half of the last cen-
tury, that demonstrated reflexivity about their condition as events. In prompting audience mem-
bers to reflect on their constitutive participation in such performances, argues Fischer-Lichte, 
they have “transformative” potential. This is the central characteristic of an “aesthetics of the 
performative” (23). 

The book opens with a compelling analysis of Marina Abramovic;’s 1975 performance Lips 
of Thomas, a solo work featuring acts of consumption and self-inflicted violence. While allow-
ing that responses to the event might be informed by traditions of ritual and popular spectacle, 
Fischer-Lichte nevertheless deftly dismisses interpretive approaches that would give primacy 
to its symbolic or semiotic significance: “[U]nderstanding the artist’s actions was less impor-
tant than the experiences that she had while carrying them out and that we generated in the 
audience” (16). 

However, having established the radical and transformative particularity of the performance 
experience as a challenge to established critical approaches, Fischer-Lichte goes on to recuper-
ate it into a framework that is, broadly speaking, semiotic. Granted, the division of “processes 
that generate materiality in performance” (76) into those highlighting corporeality, spatiality, 
and “tonality” does not delineate a signifying system as such. But the propensity for further sub-
divisions — a footnote specifies that “tonality” encompasses “music, speech, human noises, acci-
dental sounds, and so forth” (212) — suggests that a semiotics of materiality may nevertheless be 
holding sway in the analysis. And, having decomposed the performance event into such constit-
uent parts, the task of explaining the relations between them, as well as the effects of the whole, 
is made all the more difficult. 

Three solutions are essayed, none entirely successfully. The first is to establish a series of 
binaries, and to posit that audience members at the performances under discussion experience 
an “oscillatory” relation between the poles (17); no evidence is adduced for this claim. Second, a 
number of terms are introduced that are, from an analytical point of view, opaque. For example, 
Fischer-Lichte draws on Eugenio Barba’s analysis of “oriental actors” (98) to propose a some-
what atavistic concept of energy as superseding “mere corporeality” (97). So when she claims 
that the chorus in an Einar Schleef production “generated an enormous energy, sensed and 
acknowledged by the spectators, who in turn could infuse their own bodies with energy” (98), 
this is something the reader simply has to take on faith — a word I use advisedly, since the same 
unexamined religious undercurrent also runs through the use of terms such as “ecstasy” and 
“transfiguration.” Third, the “autopoietic feedback loop” is established as the conceptual cor-
nerstone of the book; yet claiming that it is at work in any given event is less often a means to 
an end, than an end in itself. “By becoming aware of the autopoietic feedback loop the audience 
was transferred into a radically liminal state of betwixt and between” (67) will have to stand as 
one among a plethora of instances where assertion outstrips explanation.

Given the centrality of autopoiesis to the argument of the book, its use bears further explo-
ration. In a footnote to her description of performances featuring “the feedback loop [between 
actors and spectators] as a self-referential, autopoietic system enabling a fundamentally open, 
unpredictable process” (39), Fischer-Lichte directs the reader to The Tree of Knowledge ([1987] 
1992), by cognitive biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, for more information. 
However, the term “autopoiesis” is rarely used in that book. For a fuller exposition, we must 
look to their Autopoiesis and Cognition, where three pertinent properties of autopoietic systems 
are spelled out. First, they are autonomous: unities “whose defining relations of production 
must be continuously regenerated by the components which they produce” ([1972] 1980:79). As 
such, a unity occupies a concrete space specific to “the components that it produces and which 
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generate the network through their interactions” (79). Second, autopoietic systems cannot be 
directly influenced by external factors or environmental effects, but can vary their relations of 
self-reproduction in compensation for “perturbations.” Third, neither aim, purpose, nor func-
tion can be attributed to an autopoietic system: whatever an observer says about it exists in the 
“domain of descriptions” (78), and has no direct bearing on its operations.

Each characteristic explains some defining aspect of Fischer-Lichte’s approach to per-
formance events, namely: her insistence on their nonsignifying aesthetic autonomy and the 
“specific spatiality” of each, their capacity for transforming participants, and her downbeat 
assessment of subsequent analyses in articulating the significance of the experience. Taken 
together, they also explain why Fischer-Lichte places such importance on embodiment as 
the founding condition of the performance encounter, her otherwise puzzling characteriza-
tion of performances as “effectively constitut[ing] laboratory set-ups” (171), and even why she 
identifies — albeit somewhat halfheartedly — transformation and liminality as performance 
universals (190–95).

As such, the vision of performance that emerges over the course of the analysis is austere 
and uncompromising. However, in focusing so resolutely on the specific event of a given per-
formance as the exemplary site where an “autopoietic feedback loop” is constituted, Fischer-
Lichte’s application of the concept is somewhat idiosyncratic. This is because Maturana and 
Varela’s primary focus is the rule, rather than the exception. They are concerned with how 
homeostatic systems — of which autopoietic unities are one kind — operate by maintain-
ing a balanced relation between their components. And while, in a formulation in The Tree of 
Knowledge that resonates with Fischer-Lichte’s, they observe that “[o]nly when some interaction 
dislodges us [...] and we reflect upon it, do we bring forth new constellations of relation” ([1987] 
1992:242), this “only” signals how much of a departure from the autopoietic norm this reflex-
ively experienced perturbation is. For Maturana and Varela, transformation is ordinary. 

This does not discount Fischer-Lichte’s characterization of certain performances as poten-
tially unsettling conventional understandings of the world, but it does beg two important ques-
tions: (1) Is autopoiesis a literal, metaphorical, or figurative description of the performance 
event? (2) How does any one such event participate in what Maturana and Varela call the “onto-
genic drift” ([1987] 1992:241) of longer-term changes in human experience?

There are, I think, two reasons these questions go unanswered in the book. The first con-
cerns language. For Maturana and Varela, “[e]very human act takes place in language” ([1987] 
1992:247). The Tree of Knowledge exemplifies this in a series of recursive formulations, most 
notably the chapter structure, established at the outset by a diagram in which the end of the 
book leads back to the beginning. This reflexive quality is lacking in The Transformative Power of 
Performance, where Fischer-Lichte states simply that language “does not enable the retrospec-
tive understanding of performance” (160). 

Strictly speaking, she is correct: language will always fall short of capturing the experience 
of performance, while instituting in its stead a unique materiality and semantic structure of its 
own. But insofar as Fischer-Lichte ends the chapter entitled “The Emergence of Meaning” 
with her statement about the limitations of language, it is hard to see what kind of alternative 
relationship between performances and the language that articulates their effects could pre-
vail. And yet, the very fact that Fischer-Lichte has written the book she has suggests there is 
more to this relationship than she allows in the book. Several of the works she discusses — by 
Abramovic;, John Cage, Joseph Beuys, Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña — have been 
considered at length in any number of books and scholarly articles. Why? Perhaps it is testa-
ment to the affective provocation of these particular works, which compels a level of writerly 
productivity far more widespread and durable than the experience of the performances (and in 
some cases, the performers) themselves. Or, they are generators of critical capital, their descrip-
tion and interpretation the common currency of avantgarde performance analysis and academic 
authority. Either way, their exemplarity suggests that an autopoietic approach — providing it is 
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properly justified — could be as usefully applied to the critical context into which such works 
have intervened and which they have in turn “perturbed” as to the specific experience of the 
works themselves. This is a step Fischer-Lichte appears unwilling to take. This may be because 
to do so would involve expanding the meaning of “autopoeisis” to encompass the systems the-
ory approach of Niklas Luhmann (as elaborated, for instance, in his Art as a Social System 
[(1995) 2000]). In a brief footnote, Fischer-Lichte rejects this in favor of Maturana and Varela’s 
definition (211). No reason is given for this preference.

In conclusion, Fischer-Lichte’s basic intuition — that a defining feature of avantgarde per-
formance practice in Europe, North America, and elsewhere since mid-20th century is a recur-
siveness that heightens its evental qualities — is surely sound. But in the loose application of 
an exacting concept — autopoiesis — she limits the explanatory potential of her own argument, 
and distorts the conceptual apparatus that she strives to assemble over the course of the book. 
Beyond generalized effects and insights that are ascribed without supporting evidence to entire 
audiences, and fleeting references to political and ethical efficacy, Fischer-Lichte claims that 
transformations take place, but falls short of demonstrating what changes, in what ways, and 
with what results. Meanwhile, in her reluctance to allow for a more reflexive account of her own 
observership, or a more fully historicized rendering of the diverse works she discusses (which 
would include the critical corpus that already exists around many of them), she downplays the 
particular appeal that certain works or kinds of work appear to have sustained, as Maturana and 
Varela might put it, “transgenerationally” ([1987] 1992:201).

 — Paul Rae
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Kunstkammer, Laboratorium, Bühne: Schauplätze des Wissens im 17 
Jahrhundert (Theatrum Scientiarium, Band 1). Hrsg. von Helmar Schramm, 
Ludger Schwarte. und Jan Lazardzig. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003; xxix + 609 pp. 
$217.00 cloth.

Collection, Laboratory, Theater: Scenes of Knowledge in the 17th Century 
(Theatrum Scientiarium, Vol. 1). Edited by Helmar Schramm, Ludger Schwarte, and 
Jan Lazardzig. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2005; xxix + 594 pp. $217.00 cloth.
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Instrumente in Kunst und Wissenschaft. Zur 
Architektonik kultureller Grenzen im 17. 
Jahrhundert (Theatrum Scientiarium, Band 2). 
Hrsg. von Helmar Schramm, Ludger Schwarte. und Jan 
Lazardzig. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2006; xxix + 626 pp. 
$189.00 cloth.

Instruments in Art and Science: On the 
Architectonics of Cultural Boundaries in the 17th 
Century (Theatrum Scientiarium, Vol. 2). Edited by 
Helmar Schramm, Ludger Schwarte, and Jan Lazardzig. Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2008; xxvii + 575 pp. $128.00 cloth.

Spektakuläre Experimente. Praktiken der 
Evidenzproduktion im 17. Jahrhundert 
(Theatrum Scientiarium, Band 3). Hrsg. von Helmar 
Schramm, Ludger Schwarte. und Jan Lazardzig. Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2006; xxxviii + 567 pp. $189.00 cloth.

Spuren der Avantgarde: Theatrum machinarium. 
Frühe Neuzeit und Moderne im Kulturvergleich 
(Theatrum Scientiarium, Band 4). Hrsg. von Helmar 
Schramm, Ludger Schwarte. und Jan Lazardzig. Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2008; xxxii + 533 pp. $165.00 cloth.

Theatrum Scientiarium is the title of a unique series that, once 
it’s completed, will comprise a total of eight volumes dedicated 
to new ways of examining the historical interplay between art, 
science, and media from the early modern period until the pres-
ent. The large-scale interdisciplinary series forms a central part 
of the research project Performativity of Knowledge as Agent of 
Cultural Change, led by Helmar Schramm, professor in the the-
atre studies department at the Free University Berlin. This series promises to contribute inno-
vative and inspiring approaches not only to theatre and performance studies, but also to the 
history of science. This is, at least in part, due to the wide range of contributions by acknowl-
edged international scholars from various disciplines in the recent and previously published vol-
umes, including Barbara Maria Stafford, Horst Bredekamp, Georges Didi-Huberman, and Peter 
Galison, to name a few. Representing physics, architecture, art history, media studies, technol-
ogy, history of science, theatre studies, philosophy, and sociology, the totality of the articles in 
these four volumes establishes a dynamic structure of creative approaches that challenge and 
transcend traditional borders between disciplines and academic schools. Therefore it is certainly 
not an exaggeration to say that the series opens up innovative new approaches to the study of 
scientific practices in the 21st century. 

The project is clearly located in the discourse of theatricality and performativity that has 
developed in the past 15 years, especially in the German context of theatre studies.1 Due to the 
international character of the project, the editors have opted for a publishing strategy that com-
bines both German and English. In Walter de Gruyter they found a publishing house capable 

  1.	The project forms a part of the broader long-term German Research Foundation funded project Cultures of the 
Performative led by Erika Fischer-Lichte. See Helmar Schramm’s Karneval des Denkens. Theatralität im Spiegel 
philosophischer Texte des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts (1996); and Erika Fischer-Lichte’s Theatralität und die Krise der 
Repräsentation (2001). 
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of realizing this concept in an effective way. Four of the planned eight volumes have already 
appeared in German, and the first two have also been published in English translation. All vol-
umes are carefully and rigorously edited, complete with comprehensive bibliographies, image 
credits, and indices of names and of subjects. Most articles are illuminated by high-quality illus-
trations of 17th-century engravings and frontispieces. 

“Theatrum Scientiarium” indicates the performative practice of the series itself, presenting 
the relationship between the sciences and the arts along the lines of theatrical settings. More 
precisely, it establishes dynamic relationships between the observer/reader and the represen-
tational space of knowledge on the one hand, and between the spatiotemporal organization of 
seeing (image) and speaking (text) on the other. This approach is based on the general idea that 
“the constitution of modern knowledge is linked in many ways with dimensions of staging and 
construction” (2005, 1:xiv). The authors avoid getting trapped into a legitimization and imple-
mentation of the history of knowledge, nor do they regard it as a way of rationalization and 
progress. Even less do they want to present historical sources according to classical methods of 
historical interpretation. It is the interference between practices of art and science — like obser-
vation and presentation — actually performed in the texts that opens up dynamic approaches 
to new fields of knowledge. This includes even the work of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, one 
of the most prominent scholars of the early modern period, as Horst Bredekamp shows in the 
first volume of the series. Shedding light on the almost unnoticed affinity of Leibniz to the 
Kunstkammern of his time, he unfolds Leibniz’s plans to create a theatre of nature and art, an 
extensive collection of libraries, observatories, and laboratories to promote practices of inter-
connected knowledge “with a liberty of thought which was never achieved again” (2005, 1:266). 

Over the course of the whole series, the individual volumes are organized around differ-
ent aspects of research: Theatrum anatomicum, Theatrum machinarum, Theatrum alchemicum, 
Theatrum politicum, and Theatrum philosophicum, which will conclude the project. The titles are 
the keywords that illuminate the general difference from classical methods of historical inter-
pretation: they are clearly linked to the semantic field of theatre and allow for a dynamic inter-
play with several territories of the sciences in a combinatory way, which leads to the highly cre-
ative approach of locating precise “scenes” of modern knowledge since the 17th century.

The first volume (Collection, Laboratory, Theater: Scenes of Knowledge in the 17th Century) very 
coherently traces the lines defining these new fields of knowledge by playing through the dif-
ferent spatial arrangements of possible sceneries of presentation and observation: cabinets of 
wonder, laboratories, and theatres. The 24 contributions in the book form a dense intertextual 
network that is spun around these basic concepts, departing from detailed case studies, or from 
theoretical questions concerning the history of science, or from historical cartographies of space 
constructions, like Ludger Schwarte’s journey through various observational spaces between 
imaginary conceptions, the anatomic body, and the realm of publications in the 17th century. 

Already in this first volume the title, Theatrum Scientiarium, appears to be programmatic 
for the discursive and representational strategy that is envisioned for the entire series. It sets out 
to examine and challenge the idea that, in its interplay between seeing and acting, observing and 
(re)presenting, playing and arranging, theatre is an instrumental asset of knowledge production. 
Theatrum Scientiarium puts this idea to a test precisely in order to arrive at a better under-
standing of the conditions of knowledge production in European history. It is this strategy of 
combination that allows access to the trajectory of Western art and science as deep historical-
cultural spaces of action — indeed thus as an arrangement of different stages — of knowledge. 

This becomes even more evident if we look at the second volume, Instruments in Art and 
Science: On the Architectonics of Cultural Boundaries in the 17th Century. Both volumes form part 
of the first aspect of the Theatrum series, the Theatrum anatomicum. But while the first volume 
mainly points to presentational spatial arrangements of knowledge production that go along 
with vision, beholding, and arranging, the second volume focuses on the instrumental dimen-
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sions of these arrangements, shifting the attention to action, production, and performance. 
Using the example of the hand as first and foremost a human instrument, in the introduction 
to this volume Helmar Schramm traces in a very lucid way the connection between action and 
instruments in experimental sciences and arts in the 17th century. He refers to a renewed rele
vance of Aristotle’s Poetics in the 17th century in order to establish a connection between the 
operation of dissection in the operating theatre and the word-action coupling in aesthetic the-
atre through their common linkage to the “hand as symptomatic instrumentum instrumento-
rum of our time” (2008, 2:xi–xii). 

In this context the range of contributions to this volume oscillates between questions con-
cerning the development of new instruments and devices of measurement, calculation, and 
recording in the experimental sciences out of the spirit of mechanics and mathematics (includ-
ing Sibylle Krämer, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, Bruno Bachimont); relationships between hands, 
instruments, and techniques in the visual arts and music (Frank Fehrenbach, Jörg Jochen Berns, 
Nicola Suthor, and others); and last but not least the spectacular aspects of experimental set-
tings, machines, and optical devices (for example, Jan Lazardzig, Florian Nelle, Don Ihde). 

This entire historical enterprise goes along with the interrogation of cultural boundar-
ies and barriers of view that gives rise to the practice of “playing with” the usual demarca-
tion lines of the sciences and arts. One of the most interesting theses of the publication is that 
Western culture, since the beginning of modern science in the 17th century, has been organized 
by permanently shifting interpretations of Aristotle’s poetic rules of drama. The common the-
oretical denominator to envision the practicability of opening out unusual or new perspectives 
is grounded in the assumption that “the development of the historical constitution of knowl-
edge, or the associated formalization of thinking, is linked with the stylization of three cul-
tural factors: perception, movement and language” (2005, 1:xiv). This triangular approach has 
to be understood as a way of considering exactly the dynamics of these concepts in their precise 
historical and cultural relationships to each other: in space and time, in vertical and horizon-
tal directions; across the relationship of image, text, and number, and across connected relation-
ships of processes of theory formation, practical experimentation, and technical intervention, 
not to mention the local settings for the production of knowledge, such as cabinets of wonder, 
laboratories, and theatres. At the heart of this combinatory approach lies the principle of play. 
The play of the traces and borders of these dynamic structures results in new arrangements 
and perspectives. It not only makes possible what the editors call “the architectonics of cultural 
boundaries,” but it also allows for the realization of precisely that crossover in the deep cultural-
historical space of European science and art that forms one of the main goals of the research 
project.

In spite of the obviously vast complexity of the whole project, the series reveals a startling 
logic by the clear, and at the same time playfully structured, interconnections between the par-
ticular volumes. This becomes most evident if one takes into account the German third and 
fourth volumes that are not yet published in English.2 Subsequent to the concentration on spa-
tial (place) and instrumental (hand) dimensions of the Theatrum anatomicum in volumes one and 
two, volumes three and four investigate scenes of knowledge concentrating on the European 
history of experimental culture. While volume three (Spektakuläre Experimente. Praktiken der 
Evidenzproduktion im 17. Jahrhundert) deals with the production of evidence by spectacular exper-
iments in science and art, volume four (Spuren der Avantgarde: Theatrum machinarium. Frühe 
Neuzeit und Moderne im Kulturvergleich) expands the view on experimental culture through an 
extra historical and medial dimension. More precisely, it opens up the space for the Theatrum 
machinarium by investigating the significance and patterns of movements produced by machines 

  2.	The third volume is announced to appear in English at the end of 2010.
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in scientific and artistic experiments between the early modern era and the artistic avantgarde 
of the early 20th century. The interconnectedness and, at the same time, the difference between 
the last two volumes are to be found in the structurally related and yet separated lenses used to 
examine experimental culture. 

Volume three brings together articles that interrogate the ways in which the eye-ear pair is 
related to the activation of hearing and letting one hear as much as seeing and letting one see. 
This focus on perceptual modes of experimentation in terms of spectacularization and witness-
ing is ordered along the lines of a “heuristic cartography” (2006, 3:xiii) that links each of them 
to spatial, anthropological, and instrumental orders. They guide the reader through the diverse 
worlds of wonders, explosions, and effects, first questioning the evidence by linking four differ-
ent historical and disciplinary snapshots (in the essay by Hans-Jörg Rheinberger), and ending 
with the staging of an encounter between two fathers of experimental culture, Francis Bacon 
and John Cage, to claim that the cultural history of modernity has to be understood as a history 
of the experiment and the experimental (Lydia Goehrs). The overlapping maps of space, body, 
and apparatuses lead the reader to discover the intersections of disciplinary and spatiotemporal 
approaches from which the individual contributions are departing. Most of the contribu-
tions — and this is an especially intriguing aspect of the whole volume — investigate the inter-
play of experiments between artistic, public, and scientific spaces: Gerhard Neumann’s article 
about the impact of instruments like the telescope, the microscope, and the balloon on the cri-
sis of perception and new narrative strategies in the literature around 1800 is only one example. 
Another paradigmatic contribution for this volume is Victoria Tkaczyc’s research on “Cumulus 
ex machina: Staging clouds in theatre and science.” Here, she demonstrates the complex inter-
connection between diverse cultural forces like craftsmanship, theatre, science, and engineering 
in the early modern period, linking them to theoretical approaches to cloud appearances and 
machineries from René Descartes, Galileo Galilei, Nicola Sabattini, Joseph Furttenbach, and 
Robert Hooke.

Finally, in volume four we are confronted with the use of machines correlated to their move-
ment patterns caused by the activities of “going” and functioning (or not going and not function-
ing) that constitute another setup of artistic and scientific experiments. Of additional interest 
is the link between objects, terminology, and methods that is opened up at the same time. 
The terms Gang (way, walk) and Gangart (pace) count as much for the description of the way 
machines and men work as for a specific methodological Vorgehen (approach) or Fortschreiten 
(to progress, march on) to understanding the dynamics of experiments and machines in the his-
tory of culture and knowledge. The hybridity of the terminology that connects technology, 
philosophy, and anthropology points to a certain understanding of these experiments in rela-
tion to space and body, to rhythms, disruptions of rhythms, new velocities, and techniques of 
movements. They are interrelated in terms of new machineries as well as artistic performances 
such as the explosion of dance and new choreographic patterns in the historical avantgarde and 
in the big literary experiments of that time, such as those of Marcel Proust, James Joyce, and 
Gertrude Stein (2008, 4:xv). 

All of this introduces the reader to astounding new insights. At this point, a few exam-
ples will suffice to illuminate the epistemological dimension of the new approaches to histo-
riography in Theatrum machinarium. Hannes Böhringer throws fresh light on the relationship 
between the baroque Machina Machinarium of state and church, and the religiously connoted 
sense of departure that went along with the avantgarde machineries. Another cluster of con-
tributions deals with the question of the way in which connections between source docu-
ments such as machinery scripts, magic literature, and technical drawings reveal constellations 
of machine, magic, and power (for example in the essay by Martin Burckhardt). And in his arti-
cle about paradoxical machines, Jan Lazardzig shows that the cofounder of the Dada movement, 
Tristan Tzara, drew his inspiration from the mannerist-like figurative constructions of Giovanni 
Battista Bracelli (1600–1650). 
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The editors offer a justification for the extensiveness of their ambitious series, stating that it 
is warranted “by the conviction that an appropriate understanding of the interaction of today’s 
medial configurations of scientific programs and artistic practice is only possible in the aware-
ness of [a] long-time historical process” (2005, 1:v). Whoever wants to test the ambition and 
productivity of this perspective should read the already published volumes. We believe that 
Theatrum Scientarium is the first serious historical enterprise in the context of theatre studies 
that may lay claim to continuing Michel Foucault’s project of the archeology of knowledge.

 — Kati Röttger and Alexander Jackob
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