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ABSTRACT 

Through his spy-glass, a man watches naked savages dancing on the beach far below. 
This thesis centres on this iconic scene from Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, used as a paradigm 
for the problems of perception in the theatre. Robinson's "perspective" glass becomes 
symbolic of the distorting influence of expectation in perc.eption. The significance of this text 
in the canon of patriarchal Western culture gives emphasis to the contention that the creation 
of theatre (and negotiation of perception) in a post-colonial context is especially problematic. 
What is the impact on theatre when expectation is created elsewhere? Is it ever possible for an 
audience to see past these expectations? If not, what is the prognosis for theatre? 

This thesis is based on an assumption of the intrinsic value of theatre as a 
communicative art form, and examines questions of reception from the perspective of both 
performer and spectator. The theories of the Constance school reception theorists, 
particularly Jauss and Iser, are utilised to examine the impact of an audience's "horizon of 
expectations" on perception. Various feminist theories explicate specific difficulties in 
theatrical perceptions of the body. Physical and "psychic" nakedness are interrogated as 
theatrical devices to confound expectation through the analysis of performances by Katy 
Dierlam, and Michael Parmenter. 

Based on an actor's desire to communicate with the audience, this thesis analyses the 
approaches of major theatre theorists of the twentieth century, including Bertolt Brecht, Jerzy 
Grotowski, and Richard Schechner, towards the successful creation of a theatrical structure 
capable of involving and activating its audience. This is a search for structural strategies, 
suggested by reception theoty, which will counter the inherent conservative inclinations of 
theatrical form in the creation of communicative theatre. Although, ultimately, the question 
of the possibility of such theatre remains unanswerable, the utilisation of these theories in the 
practice of theatre lends hope, and practical beginning-places, to the enterprise of post
colonial theatre. 



INTRODUCTION 

"The ideal is to become a machine." Robert Wilson 1 

"Why are we concerned with art? To cross our frontiers, exceed our 
limitations, fill our emptiness -fulfil ourselves. This is not a condition 
but a process in which what is dark in us slowly becomes transparent. 
In this struggle with one 's own truth, this effort to peel off the life
mask, the theatre, with its full-fleshed perceptivity, has always seemed 
to me a place of provocation." Jerzy Grotowski2 

"Rage, rage, against the dying of the light." Dylan Thomas 

2 

This is a thesis about audiences. It seems ironic to me that the year over which this 

thesis has slowly emerged, I have been engaged in a perpetual process of workshopping and 

rehearsing a new performance of Robinson Crusoe - a revival and revision of a performance 

named Robinson Crusoe, or, how I was born to be my own destroyer which took place in 

September/October 1996. This new production of the Crusoe story has yet to eventuate- it 

has never faced an audience. Problems facing an endeavour of this kind are manifold. We 

have been dogged, throughout 1997, with problems both undeniably practical, but also 

personal, theoretical, and academic. The disincentives to performance when engaged in 

academic writing loom large. It is easy to lose sight of the practicalities of theatre 

production. It is easy for the desire for performance to die an academic death. With so many 

theoretical reasons dictating both method and content of potential performance, it has been 

difficult, working in a group of five academic thesis-oriented individuals, for the chicken of 

performance to break through the thick marble academic shell and live to scratch the dirt. 

There are, it seems, also a great many theoretical reasons to dispense with theatrical 

1 Quoted in Johannes Birringer Theater, Theory, Postmodernism, Bloomington and Indianapolis, 
Indiana University Press, 1993. (219). 

2 Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, London: Methuen, I 968. (19). 
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performance . Recognising that we are approaching/living in/reaching past the era of post

modemism, surrounded by electronic media, replicants and simulations, where truth/s are 

plural/nonexistent/exploded, the concept of theatre, with spectator and actor sharing space 

and time, seems outdated. So why continue? The reason that this is a rhetorical question is 

this. Theatre can communicate - despite many theoretical arguments to the contrary. Theatre 

can reach people - despite all academic reasoning to disprove it. I have been in an audience, 

and felt reached by a performance. I have been on stage, and felt myself touched by an 

audience. This is my personal experience, which I tend to trust. This is the only explanation 

that I can find for what is becoming an increasingly perverse (in the light of all the theory to 

the contrary) belief that theatre can communicate to its audience, can transcend 

conservativeness, make a change in the world. 

Out at dinner, one night this year, a fellow guest, a prominent academic in the art 

theory sphere, asked about my thesis. "I'm looking at New Zealand theatre fro m the 

perspective of reception theory" I ventured. He pulled a face . "That's pretty outdated, isn't 

it?" Obviously, the answer is yes. Since the reception theorists were around, the fields of 

literary theory have exploded into a flurry of post-modem concerns. Post-modernism is the 

body of theory that fashionable academics are wearing. So why look at the receptionists? 

The theorists of the Constance School, most prominently, Hans Robert Jauss and 

Wolfgang Iser, represent a move away from Anglo-American New Criticism with its close 

attention to close reading and explication of texts: 

"The conception of an objective and eternal work of art with a unique 
structure and a single, determinate meaning was replaced by a variety of models 
in which the essence of the work is a never-completed unfolding of its effective 
history, while its meaning is constituted by the interaction between text and 
reader."3 

3 Robert Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction London and New York: Methuen, 1984 
(48). Holub's text is an overview of the history and nature of reception theory, with some 
useful critical analysis. 
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Theatre has been defined as an interaction between an actor and a spectator that share 

the same time and place. In this definition the audience is as vital to the performance of 

theatre as the actors. Nonetheless, most theatre theory concentrates on the art of the actor and 

director. Yet arguably, audience reception is implicit in such theory. Theatrical styles 

develop out of attempts to find new and different ways of affecting the audience; how to 

create empathy, or develop alienation. Reception theory concentrates on response, and the 

forces governing it. Because of these factors, it provides useful insights into the production of 

theatre. 

Nearly every overview of post-modernism I have read spends a great deal of time 

trying (by the very nature of the topic, impossibly) to define what is and is not post-modem. 

This has often been extremely interesting, and has no doubt influenced the writing of this 

thesis. Nonetheless, post-modernism remains esoterically theoretical. I feel as though 

writing about theatre and postmodemism will end in using theatre to explicate post

modemism, rather than post-modernism illuminating theatre, and theatrical practice. I am 

primarily interested in theatre - how it works, how to make it better. Theory about theory (for 

the sake of theory) is a signpost of the post-modem. It generates a lot of quasi-sophisticated 

cynicism, I don't see this as particularly useful for theatre. The post-modem, by questioning 

the validity of the real, often paralyses the initiative to deal with "real" issues. Post

modernism includes a recognition of the absence of authentic communication. Post-modem 

theatre thus becomes about the unauthentic, representations of representation, and of the act 

of representing. 

Reception theory marks a step between the "objective and eternal" text analysis that 

preceded it historically , and post-modem theory, with its concentration on the simulated 

image and absence of authentic experience. In 1967, Barthes proclaimed the "death of the 

author". By this he meant that readers will find what meanings they choose from the texts 

that they read, and that this will occur entirely regardless of the author's wishes. The author 
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dies in that he or she becomes entirely powerless over the text that he or she has produced; it 

is as if the author had never existed. In the theatre, I am an author. If I accept Barthes' 

theory, then there is no hope for my writing, and no hope for theatre. There is no hope for 

theatre as a communication . "One main objection to theory of aesthetic response" recognises 

Iser. "is it sacrifices the text to the subjective arbitrariness of comprehension by examining it 

in the reflection of its actualisation and so denying it an identity of its own"4 The work of art 

exists only in the virtual sp_ace between the text and the reader - it is the meeting-place of 

writer (by way of text) and reader, or, of audience and spectator. The difference of theatre is 

that it physicalises this meeting place - it is a representation in physical space of the act of 

reception. 

Reception theory leaves the author alive and kicking, while questioning the role of 

the reader in the text. As Terry Eagleton points out, reception theory puts some constraints 

on the subjectivity of the reader: 

"You can say that perceiving eleven black marks as the word 
'nightingale' is an interpretation, or that something as black or eleven or a word 
is an interpretation, and you would be right; but if in most circumstances you 
read those marks to mean 'nightgown' you would be wrong."5 

I am concerned with the reception of the work I do, and the effectiveness of the 

meanings attached to that work. This is not an argument against plurality, but against the 

total dilution and hence death of theatrical meaning. Reception theory is by no means perfect 

theory, but its problems err on the side of idealism, rather than.fin-de-mi/le pessimism. The 

position of the theorists is clear. Iser is a liberal humanist - but he doesn't recognise the 

paradox within his own point of view. Because of this he can be identified as a "writer's" 

theorist - he examines the role of the reader from a writer's presumption - that meaning exists 

within a text, encoded by its author. Terry Eagleton argues that Iser, while seemingly liberal 

towards the reader, isn't. His ideal reader is one without strongly held idealistiC: beliefs, and 

4 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading, Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 
1974, (23). 

5 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1983 (89). 
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hence, open to being challenged by the text. Paradoxically, this sort of reader doesn't need 

to be challenged by the text as might someone who has strongly held convictions -

expectations of the text and the world. Iser doesn't investigate how to shape a performance to 

communicate with readers who are not ideal. 

Whether or not it is possible to communicate through theatre - to overcome the 

expectation that shapes perception - is continually the problem that I am trying to come to 

terms with. Perhaps theatre, as I desire it, is impossible. Yet, I go on trying. I feel very 

strongly that communication through theatre is possible. When I am older and less na"ive, I 

may change my mind. Even now, there seem to be so many reasons not to create theatre. 

Well, I will. I feel that the particular value that theatre has is as a microcosmic battleground 

for the forces which govern our everyday life. It is a symbol of communication, of 

community, of communion. The act of theatre creates a special place, dedicated to the effect 

of communication, whether performed in an opera house or a street, or school hall, or prison. 

If we can't communicate through this medium, there seems somehow less hope for other 

interactions outside. 

Jerzy Grotowski, the theatre theorist most influential in shaping my view of the 

essential nature of theatre, gave up trying to find the sort of human communication he 

required through the medium of theatre. 

"When it became clear that such an act of directed spontaneous presence 
(i.e., directed, structured, and prepared for performance in front of an audience) 
could not break the divisive play of mirrors within the theatrical structure of 
performance, abandoning performance itself was only logicaJ."6 · 

The rehearsed nature of performance could not engender the right degree of 

spontaneity - could not break down the illusion of theatre enough for communication to take 

place. Grotowski left the theatre, and moved on to paratheatrical experiments and the Theatre 

of Sources. I find what I regard as Grotowski's defection perplexing. Perhaps it is the 

element of illusion that, if addressed correctly, is the basis for theatrical communication. 

6 Birringer, pages 218-9. 
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Theatre is a curious combination of a search for truth encapsulated in accepted artifice. In 

this sense, theatre never purports itself real - it is a place aside - like fiction, not necessarily 

untrue - it is the distance from "real life" that people to see beyond their expectations, and see 

themselves. The artifice of the theatre, the "divisive play of mirrors", or theatrical structure 

of the play is merely a window, through which both spectator and performer may look more 

closely at their selves. The theatre does not pretend to be real - and thus is truthful, and thus 

therefore, paradoxically, potentially real. Expecting more from theatre than it could give, or 

perhaps, ignoring what it could give, Grotowski deserted theatre as a form. 

Theatre has so much to recommend it as a source of such communication. It is the 

realm of the ultimately possible. It embraces multitudes of different forms . It is the site of 

the meeting of written texts, physical scores, music, sculpture, design. Theatre is based 

around the actor and spectator, but the frames within which this communication can take 

place are endless. Theatre is spontaneous, dangerous, vulnerable, and above all, human. For 

me, its ueation is grounded in the belief that even if there is sometimes nothing to be said, the 

act of speaking is itself worthwhile. 

New Zealand theatre occurs in a very specific place - our theatre should reflect this. 

We're a post-colonial nation, because we used to be a colony of the British Empire. We're 

still a dominion of Great Britain. Elizabeth Windsor is still the nominal head of state. The 

government still refers to itself as "The Crown". We're post-colonial because our social 

structure is based on a history of colonisation. We're living day to day in a country where the 

entire Maori-Pakeha interaction is based around colonial events. The "post" of post-colonial 

in this context is amorphous - although, historically, we've moved beyond our political status 

as a colony, we're still living with our history. Culturally, New Zealanders are still colonised. 

Our self-identity is still coming from other places. Our television, film, and theatre all come 

from overseas. We are constantly confronted with images that are not of ourselves, 
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paradigms for ways of living which are really irrelevant to our way of life, but which are 

presented as standard. 

Theatre in the post-colonial context is often severely conservative . Because 

colonised nations have a new identity imposed by the coloniser ("Your name is Friday"), the 

construction of expectation is also created in other places. The colonised have this imposed 

upon them by way of language, government and religion; the fate of the colonisers is to live 

forever in the reproduction of the Empire that they wanted to leave behind, and never be able 

to see where they are. Theatre in this context serves to reinforce the status quo. 

Transcending this expectation (and hence, identity) that 1s constructed elsewhere is 

particularly problematic through the mode of theatre. Perception is central to theatrical 

performance. Perception is heavily influenced by a social horizon of expectations. It is a 

cycle that it is difficult to transcend. 

Post-colonialism is, in Alan Lawson's words: 

"a politically motivated historical-analytical movement (which) engages 
with, resists, and seeks to dismantle the effects of colonialism in the material, 
historical cultural-political, pedagogical, discursive, and textual domains."7 

This implies that post-colonial theatre will be resistant to colonisation and its effects. 

What are the primary ingredients for such theatre? First, the recognition of where we are. 

We're not living in Verona, or Detroit, or Heme! Hempstead or Doolally. The experience of 

the audience is different, but no less valuable. I am tired of New Zealand experience being 

devalued in the theatre, both discreetly, in an overwhelming privileging of foreign material in 

the theatre (so much so that most people don't even seem to think of British and American as 

"foreign" at all) - and overtly, in the constant denial that New Zealand has a culture of its 

own. I very much disagree with this, and I feel like it's time to stop using the"New Zealand 

is a young nation" excuse, and start looking on our national youth as an opportunity, rather 

than something shameful to be outgrown. 

7 Alan Lawson, "Comparative studies and post-colonial 'settler' cultures" in Australian-Canadian 
Studies 10, 2: 153-9, 1992. (156). 
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Secondly, post-colonial theatre needs the recognition of history as part of the 

present. In New Zealand I have noticed that there is a tendency (especially among pakeha 

New Zealanders of my own age) to dismiss history because it is in the past - this particularly 

with regards to race issues and the Treaty of Waitangi. I am a New Zealander by birth - I 

don't feel as if I belong anywhere else. I am not guilty for the decisions made by British 

colonisers in the centuries before my birth. My ancestors were off colonising in other parts of 

the world. But I do feel responsible for the society that I live in today, and that is inseparable 

from the past. What is required is a recognition of our physical and cultural position, but 

also our position in history. Otherwise identity and expectation will continue to be 

constructed in other places that are beyond our control. I think this causes real disjunction 

within society - people are bombarded by images of what their life is supposed to be like, and 

this picture does not match the reality. It's a recipe for discontent and stunted growth. 

I want to see more theatre with New Zealand content. What does this mean? New 

Zealand written plays are becoming more common - a good thing. In many ways though, 

these are similar to the plays that come from elsewhere, particularly as to themes and stylistic 

choices. As such, they don't much challenge their audience, and fail to create intimate 

theatrical communication. 

Here's that term again. Theatrical communication. I realise that what I am thinking 

of as theatre or "successful communication" is a particularly slanted viewpoint. Writing this 

at the end of six years of university study, it is still hard to get away from an intuitive, 

unsubstantiated approach. This thesis is nothing more than an attempt to justify my position 

through the manipulation of great intellectual voices, both theatre theorists, and literary 

theorists. Terry Eagleton criticises the twentieth-century approach of critical theory, for its 

tendency to de-politicise - to become theory about theory. I attempt to use theory as a tool, 

but it remains a dull bludgeon rather than a skilfully welded scalpel. The alternative seems 

to be the recognition that the hope of theatre as a life-changing creative process is dead. 
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Grotowski was right to leave the theatre, and search endlessly through other avenues to find 

whatever it was he wanted. It seems to me that giving up this ideal does not mean the end of 

theatre per say but it means the end of theatre as I desire it - messy, bloody, sexy, raw, human 

- talking meaningfully about things that people care about deeply. Those tenets of the Poor 

Theatre that Grotowski recommended in Opole, Poland, in the nineteen-sixties. I don't think 

that theatre necessarily needs to be poor in order to utilise this philosophy of theatre. But this 

sort of theatre, based as it is on a quest for inner meanings, self, and authenticity, is becoming 

increasingly under-utilised. Perhaps its time has past. 

The post-modern theatre moves toward a total fetishization of the image. A 

quintessential example is the theatre of Robert Wilson, whose direction, as enormously 

talented creation of theatrical surface image, represents the "Rich Theatre" and much that is 

connoted by the term. Rich, as in the richness of image, texture and visual experience. Rich 

in technology, and thus rich, as in expensive - expensive to create, expensive to maintain -

expensive to see. Rich, therefore, as in elitist, financially beyond the creative capacity of 

most theatre makers. Rich, and expensive, and thus reliant on guaranteed creative genius. In 

Wilson's case, the expenditure is based on expectations of Wilson's expertise as auteur. The 

actors are ciphers, colours on a palette with the brush wielded exclusively by the director. 

Wilson's work is stunning, and not without meaning by any stretch of the imagination. But 

the communication of the actors and the audience is not even the point in this sort of theatre. 

It is theatre about theatre and images of images. It explores what it is to live in a society 

where there is no "real" only simulations. Wilson's theatre really impresses me. But it also 

makes me despair. Theatre reflects, as well as alters, the society in which it is made. Is this 

the future? 

Wilson's theatre reflects the society that spawned it. I still believe that New Zealand 

society remains different. This is not to say that similar styled works would not work here, or 

that Wilson's theory of theatre is not entirely valid. But it all seems, so, well, irrelevant to my 
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life here. In the most basic sense, New Zealand cannot afford Robert Wilson, and would, I 

doubt, appreciate him anyway. In the present artistic climate, there are few (if any) artists 

rich enough to create such technology abundant theatres. The only theatre that such a lot of 

money is spent on is opera, hit musicals, and free children' s and family events staged outside 

in the summer. This could be spent on a Wilsonesque production, but who would go? 

Perhaps in this social climate, the theatrical devices of the American (and Polish) sixties are 

becoming once more appropriate. We are in a sort of cultural equivalent of the American 

fifties - a combination of complacency left over from the days of cradle-to-grave social 

welfare, and ensuing anxiety symptomatic of New Right monetarist economic policy. This is 

similar in some respects to the Cold War anxiety/ post-war prosperity of the Truman years. It 

seems to me that in such an economic and social climate (the two become increasingly 

inseparable) the individual becomes simultaneously reified and devalued. The market 

dictates social policy; thus the financially productive are valued, while those engaged in 

pursuits that are not market-friendly ( for example, unemployment, tertiary education, theatre, 

parenthood, art, mental illness, and poverty, to name a few) remain unappreciated. 

Is it possible to fight back? Theatre is a device for social change - it carries a 

message, and its mode is its message. The act of theatre reflects the act of communication, 

and the status of such individual to individual communication in society at large. If this is all 

anti-intellectual, anti-technological and reactionary and over-idealistic, then this is how at 

least one New Zealander regards the possible future. Theatre can talk. Theatre can change. 

Let us speak. 

"After all, a Derrida or Beckett who literally believed in the 
deconstructive tum, who literally believed in the dissolution of self, world, and 
language, would be philosophically obliged to stop writing and hence stop 
signing his name into the world of publication. Yet each continues to generate a 
self that is nearly impossible to confuse with any other self, and to generate that 
self though language ... ,,g 

8 Lance Olsen, ( 1987) Ellipse of Uncertainty: An Introduction to Postmodern Fantasy, New York 
Westport Connecticut London: Greenwood Press, (47). · 
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CHAPTER ONE 

"As I expected, so it proved" - Robinson Crusoe in the act of seeing 

From his vantage point on a hill, Robinson Crusoe lifts his spy-glass to his eye, thus 

directing his gaze to a distant beach. He sees nine savages sitting around a fire preparing 

human flesh for eating. He sees the savages dancing around the fire , making "many 

barbarous gestures and figures. " 1 He sees that they are stark naked, without the least 

covering upon them. Despite their nudity, through the glass he cannot tell whether the 

dancers are men or women. 

Although he positions himself as a distant and objective observer, Robinson's 

morass of expectation makes it impossible for him to see anything other than that which he 

anticipates. He cannot see beyond his own horizon of expectation. At the point in time 

when he first sees the savages, Robinson has lived alone for over twenty years. Thus 

isolated, he has had no interaction through which . to question his own perceptions. Alone, 

with no stimulation other than his own thoughts, he has lost any ability to distinguish the 

borders of his self, or to question his own perceptions. 

At the moment he puts his spy-glass up to his eye and looks at the savages, Robinson 

sees what he most fears. It is also what he has desired beyond anything else. Through this 

complex mix of emotions, Robinson gazes at the dancers. I would like to use this situation as 

a paradigm for the problematic of the act of seeing, particularly the possibility of watching 

theatre. Robinson's experience is one of simultaneous intensity of fear and desire. It is a 

vision dictated by expectation. From a distance, unseen, Robinson raises his spy-glass to his 

eye, and watches the savages dance. Just so, from a distance, often unseen, spectators watch 

actors in the theatre through the spy-glass of their own expectation. What this theatrical · 

audience sees may be as difficult to identify as Robinson's dancers on the beach. 
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Robinson's situation raises questions about the nature of perception, particularly that 

within the context of theatre - and more particularly still, within the context of post-colonial 

theatre. Robinson watches the savages as theatre audiences watch performers on stage. I 

have been an actor, but more often, I am an audience member. Why do I go to the theatre? I 

desire to see other living bodies on stage, and to see people more intimately and more 

vulnerably than in every day life. Partly the desire of theatre involves an escape from the 

potential isolation of living - I want to be a part of a living communication, to hear stories and 

see things that I would not see on my own. I want to stretch my consciousness and believe 

new things. I want to reassess the things I think I know. Every-life is sometimes mundane, 

and often lonely. Theatre provides a forum wherein both audience and performer can break 

out of the isolation with which they live. Robinson, alone on an island for over twenty 

years, epitomises such isolation. When he looks at the savages, he too, desires an escape 

from his loneliness. 

The savages are not dancing for Robinson's benefit. However, rather than 

considering their dance as therefore anti-theatrical, it is possible to see it in terms of an 

earlier, more communal theatricality; the theatricality of the Dionysian mysteries, before the 

schism of the festival dancing into chorus/audience, and active protagonist. "Tragedy arose 

from the tragic chorus and was originally only chorus, and nothing but chorus."2 The 

savages, dancing around their fire, without a stage, without a perceived audience. In such a 

scenario, Robinson Crusoe, lying on his belly, high above, spies, Pentheus-like on the scene, 

motivated by fear, and also by desire. Nietzsche describes the Dionysian rite similarly, as 

between terror and "blissful ecstasy" - an intoxication of the rational mind through the 

narcotic effect of music.3 For Robinson, denied so long of any sign of human 

1 Daniel Defoe, (1953) Robinson Crusoe, London and Glasgow, Collins (153) - First edition, 1719. 
2 Friedrich Nietzsche, (1967) The Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, trans. Kaufmann, 

Toronto:Random House, Inc (56). 
3 " .•• Schopenhauer has depicted for us the tremendous terror which seizes man ... .If we add to this 
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companionship, the sight is heady indeed. As he looks down upon the dancers, the entire 

history of his time on the island, his sighting of the footprint, resultant fears, and subsequent 

precautions, along with his utter isolation and longing for companionship, come into play to 

influence how he sees, and how he reacts to the sight. 

The act of watching theatre is affected with the same fear that Robinson also fears -

that of the gaze turning, and the performers looking back at the audience. The theatrical 

event is spontaneous and therefore vulnerable. As complicit in the creation of the theatrical 

event, the audience member participates in the vulnerability of the performance - if something 

goes wrong, it may be as disturbing for the spectator as for the actors on stage. If in the 

theatre, one opens up to the possibility, not only of seeing, but of being seen. Robinson feels 

that same fear. 

This fear and desire affect what is seen. What Robinson sees is almost impossible to 

discern. Defoe portrays his narrator in this circumstance as uncharacteristically muddled and 

unconvincing. Consider the comparative clarity of Robinson's description of his possessions, 

and the nature of his manual labours. For example, when he builds a wall: " ... it was no more 

than about 24 yards in length, being a half circle from one place in the rock to another place 

about eight yards from it, the door of the cave being in the center behind it."4 This is a 

specific description, easily visualised in tum by the reader. When Robinson looks at the 

savages, or indeed, the nature of the island itself, all he sees is strangeness. This is because 

Robinson is effectively incapable of seeing anything outside of his own experience. He is 

terrified, and confused, and alone. His isolation on the island means the absence of any 

outside person to confirm or challenge Robinson's perceptions of the world. His expectation 

is a product of his English upbringing. Thus he can see only that which complies with that 

terror the blissful ecstasy that wells from the innermost depth of man, indeed of nature .. .. we 
steal a glimpse into the nature of the Dionysian, which is brought home to us most intimately 
by the analogy of intoxication." - Nietzsche, page 36. 

4 Defoe, page 72. 
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English expectation - artefacts from the ship and the products of his own making, which he 

struggles with as he strives to re-create his home in a strange land. From the moment that he 

lands on shore, he is sealed within his own perceptions by his isolation, and so his 

expectations remain unchanged. 

Within the years alone, Robinson longs for human companionship, and yet harbours 

great fear towards savages. The presence of the savages answers years of prayer, and at the 

same time is the denial of those prayers. In this state, Robinson responds to the visual stimuli 

from his own particular and complex perspective, which has been formed from those 

experience over the years. He sees exactly what he expects. 

The spy-glass as a social device inserted between subject and object, also becomes 

the sign of the distancing, enlarging process of the act of seeing. The spy-glass alters and 

distorts the scene which it is used to view. Through it, Robinson can see a long way off, but 

his vision is affected. The spy-glass shapes and frames what he sees. The savages are 

brought closer. They are enlarged. No wonder Robinson is so scared - they must seem 

preternaturally huge, and very close. The spy-glass only allows a small circular field of 

vision at a time. Robinson can see only parts of the scene at a time. The savages are framed 

in darkness, dancing in a circle of light. They remain distant, yet seem near. What Robinson 

sees through the spy-glass may be a confusion of whirling bodies, a montage of savage parts, 

larger and closer than life. Through the spy-glass, Robinson can discern nakedness, but he 

cannot identify men and women. The savages are dehumanised, made animal, neither male or 

female.. They are not people, engaging in possibly meaningful cultural rituals. They exist 

alike to the wild beasts that Robinson has always feared would devour him, killing and eating 

without compunction or thought. This perception colours not only what Robinson sees, when 

looking through the glass, but his resultant actions. Such expectations of the savages arises 

his entire relationship with Friday. Seeing Friday as coming from a race so degenerate that 
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Robinson thanks God that he himself was born in England, he treats Friday as servant and 

slave, re-naming him, converting him, and 'educating' him in the English way. Through the 

spy-glass, Robinson thinks he is seeing more clearly, when what he sees is distorted through 

its lenses. He holds it up to his eye in the belief that its vision is more accurate than his own, 

only to have that vision altered . 

Robinson's spyglass becomes not only a symbol of Robinson's own distorting 

expectation, but of the distorting process of perception generally, and particularly of 

perception related to the reception of theatre. At different times he calls it his "perspective 

glass" representing its quality of bringing closer objects seen at a distance. It lends 

perspective; a "mental view of the relative importance of things5"; or perhaps, a 

"geographical or imaginary prospect." At other times, Robinson calls upon his "prospective 

glass" - thus named, it is symbolic of his expectation (both hopeful and fearful) relating to the 

future. The spy-glass becomes a paradigm for the problems of perception raised by reception 

theory. Expectation is inherent in the act of seeing. It defines how things are seen, and the 

import attached to these sights. It shapes the viewer's interaction with the seen. Robinson's 

situation raises the question of whether one's expectations can ever be overcome. If not, 

what are the consequences for art - and more particularly, theatre - as an act of expression? 

The reception theorists of the Constance School made problematic the position of the 

reader in the act of reading, of viewing a painting, or of experiencing theatrical performance. 

By positioning the aesthetic work in a virtual place between the concrete realities of the text 

and reader, reception theorists shifted the emphasis in literary and aesthetic theory away 

from pure concentration on the text as a discrete entity, in favour of the study of aesthetic 

response. From this theoretical perspective, the aesthetic work is created by the reader from 

stimuli provided by the text. The reader's perception will always be unique and personal. 

The reader also constructs meaning from the text by interacting with the text from his or her 

own perspective, which is heavily influenced by his or her horizon of expectation - the way in 
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which a reader constructs meaning from a work of art will always be intimately connected 

with that reader's own social history, ability and experience. The savages do not exist except 

through the spy-glass. There is no objective text. 

As an actor, and a student of theatre, I find that this theory has some unsettling 

consequences. I have always believed theatrical performance has certain important 

meanings: theatre is a communication; it is a dialogue between the audience and the actors. 

Theatre is created by people like me who have something to convey. It is an act of 

expression. When I act on the stage, I may be expressing from the firmest commitments of 

belief. I feel as though theatre has the ability to make profound contact with its audiences. 

Performing is tremendously exciting because it opens me up - it raises the possibility of 

communication, with the audience who share the theatrical time and space. The performance, 

although scored, changes from moment to moment. Every performance differs, because 

although the score may be the same, the audience responding to that score is always different, 

and this response can be felt by the performer, and feeds back into the performance. The risk 

of live performance is in keeping this channel of communication open - risky because at any 

moment something can go wrong, and at any moment, the audience response may change. 

Performing puts me in the position of being what Richard Schechner calls the state of not-me, 

not-not-me. I am myself, but I am also something beyond myself. If the reading of a nove~ 

occurs in a virtual space between the reader and the text, then this is doubly true of theatre, 

where not only the spectator, but also the actor, reaches into that space in the imaginative act 

of creating meaning. Reception theory finds the reader outside of him- or herself, interacting 

with the text. In the theatre, that interaction is two-sided, as the actor (not-me, not-not-me) is 

also in that virtual space between self and acting partners, self and text, self and audience. It 

is because of this that the performance text is vulnerable to the audience - and perhaps why it 

can speak to its audience. 

5This definition from Concise Oxford Dictionary (Ninth edition) at page 1020. 
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When I perform, I perform because the act of theatre is meaningful in itself, but also 

because I believe that theatre can convey meaningful content. This is problematic. Perhaps 

this belief is incredibly na"ive. Perhaps I am just another savage on the shore, posturing and 

gesturing as the audience watches, each one through his or her own individual spy-glass, 

interpreting those actions that they see against a frame of reference over which I have little or 

no control. The spectators are perhaps as heavily influenced by their own aesthetic history, 

by the society to which they belong, by the beliefs to which they subscribe and their own 

personal history as Robinson Crusoe is as he looks down on the savages. When the audience 

watches me when I perform, perhaps they are seeing me enact the same rituals as they always 

knew would occur. The audience may see what I mean to say, or may, as Robinson, see 

something that is in fact completely alien to me; perhaps they even see something that is 

antithetical to everything that I believe in and attempt to express. 

The dilemma raised by reception theory and illustrated by the image of Robinson and 

his spy-glass, is that perhaps this truthful recognition that I require is not even possible. 

Perhaps theatre will ever only work to reinforce the suppositions that the audience bring to 

the theatre. Because meaning is created in the mind of the spectator, by the spectator, the 

interaction of audience with the theatrical text may, in fact, create meanings that the 

producers of the text never expected. Furthermore, these meanings might be contrary to the 

meanings intended. Is my ideal of theatre as a communicative art-form made redundant by 

this? Or does this merely raise the question of what strategies may exist to slice through 

audience expectation and more effectively convey that which the theatre-maker wishes? 

Jauss introduces the concept of a perimeter of understanding defined by the reader's 

previous experience in the act of reading. When encountering a new text, this text evokes for 

the reader "the horizon of expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then 

varied, corrected, altered, or even just reproduced."6 Thus, the reader embarks on any act of 

6 Hans Robert Jauss, (1982) Towards an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. T. Bah ti, Minneapolis: 
University of Minneapolis Press (25). 
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reading with expectations fi rmly in place, expectations established by his or her own history 

of reading. As the novel unfolds, the initial horizon of expectation conforms itself to the new 

material confronting the reader. The question that fascinates me is whether this spy-glass 

between what is encountered and how it is read makes the act of communication through 

reading impossible. Does this constructed expectation prevent the perception of anything 

outside its own boundaries? 

Robinson ' s spy-glass may be used as a metaphor for his overwhelming horizon of 

expectations. Extrapolating further, it may be seen as a metaphor for the horizon of 

expectations that affects any audience in the act of watching a performance. The "perspective 

glass" is brought out of the ship, by Robinson, when he is first wrecked on the island, along 

with the other accoutrements of his previous lifestyle. It is an article of the society that he has 

left behind, and from which he is now cut off. In this way the spy-glass represents the impact 

of Robinson's experiences before coming to the island, and even his experiences before going 

to sea. This includes his entire upbringing, narrated at the beginning of the novel. He is 

educated in the knowledge of the time - being the mid-1600's - and his world-view is formed 

through this early experience combined with and altered by his later experiences at sea. 

Jauss argues that reception occurs in an aesthetic context, and also in a socio

historical one. Thus a reader's horizon of expectation is created through reading, and through 

the process of living. Jauss emphasises that the horizon of expectation, formed through serial 

exposure to the aesthetic, is also involved with the social and historical experience of the 

individual.. The expectations with which a reader encounters a text are influenced not only 

by previous reading, but the entire sociological make-up of that person. Jauss' theory 

demands that art be looked on as political as well as aesthetic; he judges as aesthetically 

pleasing those works that result in a "change of horizons" - that changes the way that the 

reader thinks not only about reading, but about the world in which he or she lives. 
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From this point of view, the aim of theatre work is to engage the reader 's horizon of 

expectation and change it. If one acknowledges that the horizon of expectation is related to a 

socio-historical context, then the stretching of that horizon not only implies an extension of 

the aesthetic horizon, but of the socio-historical horizon. In order to truly challenge, the 

artwork need stimulate new thought, and change the perception of the reader's world. 

As a property of sea-voyaging, the spyglass also represents the travelling that 

Robinson has done since leaving to go to sea. This includes his time in the Brasils, as a 

plantation owner. This time spent as a slave owner may impact on (and signal) his• attitude to 

other cultures. His world-view and expectation of events is probably most affected by his 

suppressed guilt at abandoning his father. The key event at the beginning of the novel is 

Robinson's act of going to sea, contrary to the desires and the advice of his father. On first 

leaving home, Robinson repents this decision - when, on his first journey by sea, he fears the 

boat will sink in bad weather: "My conscience, which was not yet come to the pitch of 

hardness to which it has been since, reproach'd me w ith the contempt of advice, and the 

breach of my duty to God and my father"7 Later, his lifestyle makes him inured to his past 

actions. But his father has warned him that "If I did take this foolish step, God would not 

bless me, and I would have leisure hereafter to reflect upon having neglected his counsel 

when there might be none to assist in my recovery."8 In disastrous circumstances, Robinson 

remembers these words, Having been warned that disasters would befall him on going to sea, 

Robinson can only feel that his circumstances are as they are because of his own 

disobedience and action in bad faith . His sighting of the savages is therefore in some respects 

the outcome of his father's prediction - another disaster occurring because of Robinson's own 

deeds. It is his own fault. He is doomed to desire that which will destroy him. The 

appearance of the savages dancing and eating on the beach, on his side of the island, is the 

culmination of a chain of events starting with the shocking discovery of a human footprint in 

7 Defoe, page 21. 
8Defoe, page 19. 
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the sand after fifteen years of isolation. Several years have passed since this first 

confirmation of his suspicions of the presence of savages. In these interceding years, 

Robinson's fear of the unwanted possibility of meeting them has compounded his anticipation 

of their ferocity that has existed since first he was cast away. 

Robinson ' s horizon of expectations is very much a product of his English upbringing. 

This is not altered by his experiences of travel. Whenever, wherever he goes, he sees things 

with English eyes. It is because of this that he becomes the ultimate coloniser. Instead of 

experiencing the island and adjusting to it, he views it solely in terms of its suitability in 

maintaining him in the lifestyle to which he is accustomed. Thus, instead of eating of the 

plants that grow on the island, he painstakingly grows rice and wheat from the ship, despite 

adverse conditions. He lives in fear of savages and wild beasts, and walks abroad armed 

accordingly, but for twenty years, there is neither sight nor sound of human inhabitants of the 

island, and the wild beasts never eventuate. Robinson nonetheless acts as if he were 

constantly under attack, spending more time protecting his dwellings than furnishing them 

comfortably, and despite the intense heat, always goes clothed. Robinson cannot see the 

island, because his expectation is created elsewhere. 

His horizon does not adapt from his experiences on the island, because he is so 

isolated that he cannot share his experiences with anyone else. He is isolated in an island of 

his own perceptions; and his perceptions are influenced by expectations created in a 

completely different place. Robinson Crusoe is the quintessential coloniser - because he 

cannot see the island, and cannot see the savages, he colonises both the island, and Friday. 

New Zealand is a nation heavily influenced by our colonial past. Perhaps then the task of 

theatre here, if it is to be post-colonial, is to disturb the social horizon of expectations - the 

expectations both of New Zealand theatre, and New Zealand culture, that are similarly created 

in other places. The spy-glass, symbolic of Robinson's sea-going, is also symbolic of this 

personal journey and thus his own individual tastes. These are created by Robinson's 
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personal experiences - those which he doesn ' t share . These contribute to his subjectivity. 

The horizon of expectation is an individual process, but may be shared by a number of 

readers who share similar experiences, for example, living at the same time in the same 

country, and educated in a similar fashion·. This provides an aesthetic and social context. 

Jauss uses this context to provide what may be seen as an aesthetic measuring tape. The 

individual subjectivity of the each readers' interpretation (and their own personal taste) can 

be questioned, argues Jauss, if one first clarifies a "transsubjective horizon of understanding 

conditioning the influence of the text"9 This indicates some guidelines to reception -

parameters by which reception can be evaluated. While not arguing the existence of an 

objectivity of the text, he is using a historical evaluation to define a sort of collective 

subjectivity - arguing for signs of a collective reception which extends beyond (but may 

replicate) any one reader's response. This is based on the presumption of the existence of a 

shared horizon of expectation. In the analysis of reception of a novel , this horizon includes 

analysis of the shared aesthetic and socio-historical past of any group of readers. The 

inference is that any group of readers at any point in time will share certain expectations, so 

they will potentially read the work in similar ways. 

In a sense, this allows a judgement of the accuracy of reception. Interpretations of 

any one reader can be weighed up against the experiences of others. Extrapolating further, 

one could perhaps judge the reception and interpretation of individual readers as in some way 

faulty. This is extremely risky; it has the risk of imposing the judgement of the collator of 

such responses over the evidence of the readers. From a theatrical point of view, it seems to 

lack usefulness. Either a spectator sees you, or a spectator doesn't see you. Where the 

acknowledgment of shared horizons becomes useful is in attempting to create theatre around 

those horizons that can fulfil and stretch them. It is useless to blame Robinson for his 

reaction; it is more interesting to identify the factors relating to his horizon of expectation -

9 Jauss, page 26. · 
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what causes him to see the things he does, and by implication, what causes affect what theatre 

audiences see . 

Jauss recognises that aesthetic perception occurs in a historical aesthetic context. The 

reader reads a new work in the context of all the novels he or she has ever read. This creates 

a personal reading history. This implies that the reader has read a certain quantity of works. 

Aesthetic reception thus occurs in a series. It is taken for granted that the reader's response to 

any particular aesthetic experience is governed by previous similar experiences; also, that 

each particular experience will in the same way impact on any future reading. Thus the 

reader exists in an individual historical aesthetic context. The aesthetic expectations of an 

artistic medium are created through experiencing that medium . Jauss's reader, is, therefore, a 

literate, and at least partially well-read one. 

This is problematic when related to New Zealand theatre. The expectations that exist 

concerning theatre in this country are not created here. New Zealand theatre is heavily 

influenced by European and American models. Most noticeably, New Zealand theatre is 

modelled on the British theatre. The parameters for performance of play-scripts is very much 

determined by what has been performed successfully in other cultural centres. Thus, The 

Court Theatre, the last remaining professional theatre in New Zealand, based in 

Christchurch, provides seasons of theatre dominated by plays from elsewhere. Thus in the 

1997/1998 Subscription Season, one play out of eight is written in this country, and that is a 

Roger Hall musica1l0. Roger Hall's work, while reflecting middle class New Zealand in 

some quite amusing ways, has no social agenda, and is completely conservative. His work is 

to This information comes from the Subscription Season promotional brochure. This reflects 
mainstream theatre meeting its audience' s expectations. Subscribers can buy tickets in 
advance 
to any number of plays, specifying the seats in which they prefer to sit, the night of the week 
of the season they want to attend. Even at this level, th~ likelihood of patrons being disrupted 
even so far as sitting in a new place is minimised. Five plays in this season are from the 
United Kingdom, and two from the United States, with one from New Zealand. "Dirty 
Weekends" a play about "Kiwis' obsessions with gardening" is the only New Zealand 
offering - and is in many ways simply a comedy crowd pleaser, that allows the theatre to put 
on the shows that they really want to produce, for example, William Congreve's Way of the 
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largely based on formula English farce, or musicals. Hall is aware of his audience - middle 

class New Zealand theatre-goers - and targets them unrelentingly. However his work is 

symptomatic of colonised theatre in that it fails to challenge its audience, and instead 

reinforces audience ideas about the status quo. His treatment of topics is somewhat 

formulaic. He seems usually to take on some fashionable topic in middle class life in New 

Zealand: mature women students (By Degrees), working in a bureaucracy (Glide Time), 

gardening (Dirty Weekends). The characters face problems that the audience may face, but 

the treatment is very often of gentle, affectionate satire, if this is indeed possible. This gives 

the audience a sense of complicity, along with a faint feeling of superiority. The problems 

are generally (although not exclusively) resolved in a feel-good solution that makes the 

audience feel better about their own lives. The extent to which these plays meet audience 

expectation is reflected in the way Hall plays consistently play to sold-out houses - a large 

percentage of sales occurring before opening night. Another indicator of their conservative 

nature as theatrical plays is in the regularity with which they are adapted to television, and 

the extent to which Hall writes expressly for television when not writing for the stage. In her 

review of the opening night of Footrot Flats, a musical adapted from the famous New 

Zealand comic strip, Imogen De La Bere wrote succinctly "It is clear-cut, caricatured, broad, 

and not really funny. The audience laughed a great deal, but rather from familiarity and the 

remembrance of jokes past, than at genuine good lines." 11 

Usually, mainstream New Zealand plays are similarly lacking in challenge. New 

Zealand plays, whether by Maori or Pakeha writers, whether tragedy or comedy, on the whole 

replicate the pseudo-naturalistic style of theatre that passes for drama here. Clearly my own 

prejudices are present. There is a limited amount of specifically theatrical horizon of 

expectations in this country. A limited amount of theatre is actually . performed, and that 

World. To the Court's great credit, they have remained in business, and solvent, through 
periods when no other professional company in the country was able to do so. 

11 This review, for the New Zealand Listener, quoted in Richard Corballis' report of the production 
"Casebook: Footrot Flats" in Australasian Drama Studies, 3: 1, October 1984, at page 74. 
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which is performed seen by a severely limited number of people. There is little exposure to 

experimental theatrical forms. In New Zealand society, theatre remains a largely 

unappreciated art form . People do not go the theatre regularly. Many people do not go at all. 

The result of this is that there is a limited common theatrical language amongst the audiences 

that do come to the theatre. Jauss designates context as arising from serial reading. In 

theatre, this context must arise from serial theatre-going - a presumption that the aesthetic 

respondent has seen several plays through which expectation is constructed. This raises 

problems in a situation where the reader/spectator has limited proximity to theatrical 

performance. If the experience of theatre is limited, perhaps expectations are also limited . Or, 

alternatively, perhaps the aesthetic expectation relating to form and content is formed 

elsewhere. There may be an equal amount of expectation, created via the person not having 

seen much theatre, and not knowing what to expect. 

Perhaps in the case of New Zealand audiences, the expectation relating to theatre is 

formed in the experience of other more popular performance genres. Far more influential in 

this sphere of aesthetic response, is television, particularly American television, and film, 

particularly American film, particularly mainstream Hollywood film. Television is so 

pervasive as a representative medium that one almost forgets that it is there. It presents not 

only a view of representation, but an insidiously Western, Ameri-centric, capitalist view of 

the world. It requires limited concentration and often short attention span. It is a view of the 

world in twelve minute slots, punctuated with advertisements - meaningless, yet beautiful -

and produced on a fatter budgets than most local shows. Nonetheless expansion of the 

television industry has impacted on what theatre community exists in this country. Toi 

Whakaare (The New Zealand Drama School) has shifted its syllabus away from a centre of 

theatre to train students for work in Short/and Street and City Life, the plum graduate job 

market. These television programmes are very closely based on the soaps of overseas. 



26 

Shortland Street aspires to be a hospital drama, but reflects the influence of Coronation Street 

and Australian soaps such as The Young Doctors. City Life is basically Melrose Place set in 

Auckland, missing out therefore on both local flavour and the glamour ofildelrose's location 

and blond American stars. Professional theatres hire television celebrities instead of trained 

theatre professionals in order to entice audiences away from their home television screens, 

and the lure of the cinematic multiplex. One could argue that film and television are the 

major aesthetic contributors to the expectations with which the New Zealand audience 

audiences arrive at the theatre. If this is indeed true, it must have enormous consequences on 

how people view theatre. 

The negative consequences of having a small theatre-going public is that the audience 

remains unfamiliar with theatrical repertoire. The conventions of theatre work remain a 

mystery. When people are more familiar with film than they are with theatre, the 

similarities in the medium may change the way that they expect theatre to work. Hollywood 

film is grounded in genre, and tied to predominantly narrative based structures. Also, the 

ways in which narrative unfolds are often vastly different from theatre. This is deceptive -

the aim of much film editing is apparently seamlessness. The techniques of editing alter the 

experience of the passing of time. Action occurs more quickly. The time needed to cross a 

floor and open a door is eliminated. The restrictions of the theatrical act occurring in the same 

physical and temporal space as the audience does not allow such a rapid flow of events. Film 

has more obvious special effects - explosions, light-sabres, the Titanic; it can provide 

thousands of extras, realistic outdoor settings, flashbacks, constant costume changes. 

The position of the film audience, and similarly television watchers is often one of 

omniscience. An action is seen from countless points of view - the audience feel as though 

they are every where at once, yet remain ultimately untouched. The film audience becomes 

in some senses godlike - they can see, unseen, from the · safety of a great distance, that of 

place and time. The proximity of the live actor in theatre may therefore come as somewhat of 
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a surprise. In conventional theatre, the spectator is confined to one seated position. The 

angle of vision is therefore determined by where he or she happens to be seated. In more 

experimental environmental theatres spectators may be encouraged, even required to 

reposition themselves in order to see the action differently. This is deliberately challenging 

to an audience who are used to sitting still and being shown through a performance. The 

effect of a constant diet of film and television viewing in the context of a theatre audience has 

not been properly measured. Film provides lots of obvious technological advances in 

creating its illusion - if an audience comes to expect this, then entering a regular theatre for 

the first time, they may be disappointed at the reality of the theatrical event. The qualities of 

theatre that are different from film may stand up for themselves. The mere presence of the 

body of the actor in the same time and space, and the interchange that can only occur in 

theatre may speak for itself - or the audience may end up expecting strongly qualities that 

theatre can not provide. 

The combination of invisible and explosively obvious technological effects of film 

may combine to make theatre seem by comparison, well, a little drab. Jerzy Grotowski 

acknowledges this in his manifesto Towards a Poor Theatre: "No matter how much theatre 

expands and exploits its mechanical resources, it will remain technologically inferior to film 

and television. Consequently, I propose poverty in theatre."12 Grotowski's Poor Theatre 

was created in the belief that, confronted by the (then) new age of electronic media, theatre 

practitioners needed to examine and explore theatre's unique qualities - essentially, the 

communication between spectator and actor. This meant dispensing with the "richness" of 

costume and effects to make theatre immediately recognisable as itself. This allowed theatre 

to break through the expectations of an audience surfeited on a diet of film and television. 

Later practitioners, such as Robert Wilson, Laurie Anderson and The Wooster Group, 

deliberately utilise developments in technology in conjunction with the actor/spectator 

dynamic so as to cater to and play with the expectations of a more technologically fluent 
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audience, to question the very nature of performance, and to explicate the act of viewing. 

However, these examples of two extreme attitudes (total rejection and complete embracing) 

toward the presentation of live theatre in an age of electronic communication illustrate that 

theatre audiences are cannot escape being influenced by film , television, and other electronic 

media - and suggests that in societies where these media are in the ascendant, it is necessary 

for theatre practitioners to realise that the theatrical fluency of the audience is at best, a 

reasonably coherent second language. 

The positive perspective on this realisation recognises that perhaps a certain quality 

of theatrical naivete is a brilliant quality for an audience to have. In such a scenario - if the 

expectation is influenced by film, and by the socially formed expectations specific to time, 

place and culture, theatre provides a quality of novelty. Such a viewpoint would argue that 

having no preconceptions about theatre as a form releases an audience to experience what 

they see for what it is - to view the theatrical performance without theatrical spyglasses. 

Thus, as Grotowski explored, the essential nature of theatre can shock and entice those 

viewers who are accustomed to the security provided by a screen between themselves and the 

action. 

Over the years, Robinson begins to become resigned to his initial fear. As the 

apparent absence of other people puts paid to his consistent worry, he begins to be more 

comfortable exploring his domain. He travels about his island freely, albeit, always armed 

with pistols, rifle and knives:" I never went without (my rifle); and, which was more, as I had 

sav' d three pistols out of the ship, I always carry' d them out with me, or at least two of them, 

sticking them in my goat-skin belt; also I furbish'd up one of the great cutlashes that I had out 

of the ship, and made me a belt to put it on also; so that I was now a most formidable fellow 

to look at when I went abroad."13 

12 Grotowski, J page 19. 
13 ibid, page 167. 
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Where there is only a low standard of ongoing theatrical performance, there is the 

danger of generating a culinary audience. The culinary theatre "warming the cockles of the 

scum" (to paraphrase Brecht), pacifies the audience, is neither confronting nor particularly 

thought-provoking. Culinary audiences are generated, and become at home with the safety 

of their theatrical diet. Where such an audience exists, the horizon of expectations becomes 

extremely limited. Just as Robinson Crusoe believes he loses his fear of cannibalism - but 

nonetheless remains fiercely armed against them, so the culinary audience believes itself at 

home with art and culture, and understand all that is to be understood about theatre. In 

reality, this sort of theatrically fluent audience is more likely to be heavily guarded against the 

new and innovative. 

These theatrically fluent audiences, with very strict horizons of expectations, may be 

much more strongly self-protective particularly in questions of style. Such audiences simply 

will not participate in the theatrical moment if the performance goes beyond what they 

consider appropriate (any demands of participation or personal investment are usually beyond 

the pale). In 1996, I performed in Robinson Crusoe, or, how I was born to be my own 

destroyer14. Reading reviews of this performance, I was really surprised by what I saw as 

almost a determination not to understand the nature of the production. The differences 

between what was seen, and what I felt as a performer, and understood by the meanings and 

intentions of the production were often quite wide. The scene of the naked savages was one 

scene of which the reading surprised me. This is in some ways also one of the central scenes 

within the play from a perspective of reception. Robinson, loaded with weapons, climbs high 

onto a ledge in the largely environmental performance space. He looks down on the half-

naked savages, as they move through the audience. There is a priest, two prisoners, women. 

14 This production, directed by Peter Falkenberg, for the Free Theatre in association with the University 
of 

Canterbury Drama Programme, was performed in October of 1996 in Christchurch, New 
Zealand, at the Canterbury Children's Theatre "Malthouse Theatre" as the culmination of a 
years work by honours students at the University of Canterbury. The text is copyrighted to 
Peter Falkenberg. 
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The male prisoner crawls on his stomach, the female lain over his back, a sacrificial victim. 

He moves forward, surrounded by the women, who kick him. They reach centre stage. The 

captive woman is pulled to her feet, held against the cross/mast/tree that dominates the space, 

and is killed. She is stripped, laid on the ground, and cleansed. The women, at the instigation 

of the priest, ritually lay communion wafers on the body, then eat them off her skin. The 

male captive, terrified, begins to run away, and is chased by the savages. Robinson fires his 

gun, killing the priest . The savages halt, petrified. He fires again. They flee, with the 

exception of the captive, who is carefully approached by Robinson, who then befriends him, 

and makes him his servant. The savage is named Friday, after the day on which Robinson 

saved his life. 

In this episode, Robinson looks down on the savages. Watching him are the 

audience. Watching the audience, were the reviewers. What were the results of these chains 

of perception? 

Reviewing the play for Theatre Newsl 5 Elizabeth O'Connor described this scene as 

"the cerebral climax in which a feral crowd gobbled communion wafers from the naked body 

of a young woman (shortly to become one with the colonised incarnate, Friday), director and 

company played with audience sensibilities and expectations." This is a remarkable 

description of something that, from the point-of-view of director and company had already 

taken place. The young woman's connection with Friday - and subtextual feminisation of the 

colonised - was already established - the two were no longer even partially connected. This 

may seem a small detail, but it is indicative of a review which reveals O'Connor as a reviewer 

who saw a different performance to that given .. I ask myself; what sort of expectations did 

Ms O'Connor arrive with at the theatre, that she should interpret such a reading from what 

was basically a very straight-forward scene in "a fairly slavish telling of the story"? Indeed 

this production was a quasi-pantomimic telling of the Crusoe story, using Defoe's text more 
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explicitly than perhaps the audience may have immediately expected. This scene, while 

exploiting religious metaphor, was nonetheless almost entirely as written by Defoe. What 

were Elizabeth O'Connor's expectations resulting in that she could see things in the text that 

were not placed their by its producers ? Perhaps, the expectation of the role of Friday, as 

feminised by popular versions of the novel, when dramatised for stage. One could think 

immediately of Offenbach's operetta version, in which Friday is written to be played by a 

woman. In pantomime versions of the play, the role of Friday is also largely played by 

women. Perhaps, having realised that Robinson Crusoe is, as a novel, one of the seminal 

texts of European culture, with more copies printed than any other book, except the Bible, the 

reviewer felt it inconceivable that any University based production of the Free Theatre (as an 

alternative theatre company) would be content to indirectly point towards the potential 

feminist issues raised by the text, especially with a cast populated with a clear majority of 

women. At another point in her review, O'Connor speaks of the "warring forces of good and 

evil". No such polarised moral objectives were intended. Dramatic conflict was not presented, 

but a more epic style of performance. While presenting herself as post-colonial and 

politically correct, O'Connor sees another colonial text - Defoe's Robinson Crusoe - and sees 

the action on stage in terms of colonial dualities. In this war of good and evil, who is good, 

and who evil? Clearly, it must be Robinson, the good white Christian coloniser, versus the 

evil black Benamuckee-worshipping Friday. Robinson reforms Friday, making him both 

better and whiter through the process of colonisation. O'Connor is taking on the colonialist 

perspective. 

In the context of this play and this review, it is clear is that O'Connor, even as an 

experienced theatre-goer, with long experience in the viewing and production of theatre, 

created meanings from the text that arguably were not suggested by the staging as arranged . 

by the director, through having strong expectations both of theatre and the text in question. 

The expectations accompanying a production of the famous novel Robinson Crusoe are 

15 Theatre News, Volume III, Number II - Dec 96- Jan 97, 20. 
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extremely strong. The Press reviewer and her husband had to leave in the interval in order to 

file copy, commenting, "It's all right, I know the story." This again is an extraordinary 

response - as though the theatrical event was a (inadequate?) substitute for reading. This was 

the theatre expert that the city's major newspaper had sent to review the performance, 

leaving, not because of outrage or boredom, but because she could not see any difference 

between the first half of the play and the novel. Any attempts at parody, subtextual 

subversion, or theatrical mise-en-scene were regarded as unimportant. This play began in a 

church, in confession - did this not suggest that it might end somewhere different, unusual 

and worth seeing? How did it end? With present day New Zealanders (the cast) espousing (to 

quote O'Connor) "nebulous and materialistic wants". This interpretation I find the most 

personally distressing. The scene in question always had a potential (if not, destiny) of 

failure. The cast, back in the church, but as themselves, confessing their wants, and desires to 

the audience. For me this was the hardest, and most profound moment of the performance. 

To articulate my deepest desires was about telling my most tightly held secrets about myself. 

There was this enormous effort to just force myself to speak. Sometimes, a flow resulted, 

impossible to shut myself up. I wanted to be loved, to give love. To create beautiful and 

meaningful theatre. To express myself. To write plays that would change the world. To live 

in Italy and wake up with my beloved in a room with white walls and a dark-wood-framed 

window with a view of the sea. Some nights I wanted to go home, to be held by my mother, 

to sleep peacefully after a tortuous day. I wanted to learn to play the oboe. To sing sweetly. 

To be beautiful. Materialist wants? Perhaps a little. Nebulous? Never. Utterly desired and 

mostly specific. To have this part of myself dismissed as merely student materialism angers 

me. I am not some mindless ambition-less Generation X'er. I actually don't know anyone 

who is. Is it the reviewer's expectations that make her deaf to my words? Or was it our own 

fault, in failing to express what we wanted the most in such a way as to make it seem 

important and worthy? Both these responses beg the question which is whether it is in fact 
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possible to ever communicate in such a way, especially through the mode of theatre. This is 

discouraging. Would we be prepared to say these things again, realising how they might just 

reconfirm these suppositions? In some senses such miscommunication is nonetheless 

extremely liberating for the theatre audience. It demonstrates a total ability to create from the 

stimulus of the theatrical text whatever meaning they like. My concern is that this 

liberation of the audience totally disempowers the producer of theatre. In 1967, Barthes 

declared the death of the author - perhaps the actor, and the director, thus die too. 

If an audience can't see outside their own expectations, then theatre will only serve to 

reinforce the same suppositions with which that audience arrived at the theatre. The audience 

who will see the intended message, and respond in a desired fashion, is the audience who 

already shares the same horizon of expectation as the creators of the performance. In creating 

such a piece, for such an audience, the theatre practitioner is stuck. In order to see whatever 

theme the performer articulates, the spectator must already be receptive ( even sympathetic) to 

such a theme. From such a perspective, theatre cannot be seen as having potential either as a 

didactic medium or as a catalyst for change. It retains such possibilities only as the rearguard 

of conservatism. The avant-garde theatre ceases to be the vanguard of aesthetic and political 

change, the generators of ideas whose time have come, but are the camp followers reinforcing 

what the public already knows. 

Theories of reception pose interesting problems when applied to theatre, particularly 

to theatre in New Zealand. An audience watching theatre is subject to many of the same 

processes as an individual reader digesting a novel. However, by analysing the reception of 

theatre, several implications arise from the inherently different qualities of a theatre audience. 

Theatre is potentially a dialogue; the aesthetic act occurs in a virtual space between actor and 

spectator. Nonetheless, there has to be some point of reconciliation between the creative 

desires of the producer and the subjective reception of the spectator; otherwise there can be 

no theatrical communication. Often audiences when consulted after the fact seem to have 
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seen the same performance that the performers remember giving. Perhaps this is because the 

audiences in this case share a similar frame of reference with the theatrical producers. They 

therefore construct meaning in a way similar to the intentions of the performers. This is not 

always the case. When talking to audience there is often a spectrum of unexpected meanings 

derived from earlier performance. This ranges from the gratifyingly unexpected, to the totally 

mystifying 

Theatres develop its circle of adherents - its own public, who come to the 

performances of such a theatre already equipped to appreciate what they know will occur. 

The audience of the culinary theatre put on their pearls, and drive their Mercedes Benz to the 

latest production of Private Lives. The avant-garde audience catch the bus from the 

university and watch The Caucasian Chalk Circle. Both think: this is culture; this is the best 

show in town. But then , they always knew it would be. Theatre, when viewed thus, can be 

seen as symptomatic; it is indicative of social structures and perhaps illustrative of them, but 

unable to create or change such structures. 

Perhaps theatre can only aspire to preach to its own converted. In order to be 

financially viable it seems that theatre has to serve up a continual feast of the same sort of 

meal: to allow expectation to be simply gratified. In some ways this seems to resign theatre 

to having polarised, and limited audiences. In the field of literature, many classic writers are 

unrecognised in their own time. Jauss cites the example of Gustave Flaubert, whose Madame 

Bovary was ill received in comparison with other similar, now more-or-less forgotten, texts 

that were written at the same time. Madame Bovary was a ground-breaking novel that 

challenged the expectations of its readership, with the result that it was largely unpopular, and 

sold unsuccessfully. Flaubert is now recognised as being one of the foremost writers of his 

era; Madame Bovary is still in print, and still read today when the more popular texts of the 

time are long forgotten. It is now recognised as being an aesthetic triumph, even though the 

popular audience of its day didn't really like it. It is rescued from obscurity by the fact that 
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any one, at any time, can go to a library and pick it up off a shelf, thus enabling themselves to 

experience Madame Bovary and judge it against their own modern horizon . Theatre is 

subject to similar problems of taste. However, theatre is by its nature ephemeral. Theatre 

passes. Theatrical events may be seen to be revolutionary after the fact, but the theatrical 

event itself can not be experienced afterward. As a theatre scholar I can read books by 

famous directors and actors of the past, I can hear descriptions of their work, even in some 

cases refer to video footage of the performances. But I can never experience a production 

directed by Meyerhold, and I will never see Grotowski's Acropolis. Theatre cannot be 

experienced in retrospect. It is an event particular to a certain physical and temporal space. It 

ends. Theatrical works may be judged aesthetically challenging by academics of a later age, 

and theoretical practices replicated, but unlike a novel, I cannot go to the library and pick up a 

copy of a great theatrical work. The moment has passed. The theatre is over. Following the 

rational of Jauss, theatre will be aesthetically challenging while it pushes the boundaries of 

the audience. But practically, while it pushes the boundaries of the audience, there is a huge 

danger of that the audience will reject it -that perhaps no one will even come and see it. If 

theatre, owing to challenging strongly the expectations of its audience, remains unpopular in 

its own time, not only may viewers not be able to see what the piece is saying, but they may 

not even come to performances. This happens- theatre tends to be influential after the fact 

only through the passing on of knowledge and theoretical motivation through the writings of 

past practitioners. Theatre becomes influential in such a way only to modern practitioners, 

and to the audience of those practitioners - who may be challenged in just the same way as 

the theorist's contemporary audience. Whereas a novel may suffer initially if challenging to 

the reader' s horizons, it is usually possible for its readership to extend past its own 

contemporary audience, and find favour with future audiences. The cognitive dissonance of 

the initial readership does not end the life of the work. The live nature of theatre means that 

if a work is not immediately well received, it ceases to be performed. The text may live on in 
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script form but the theatrical performance dies. Hence it is very hard for theatre to survive 

and remain challenging. 

The avant-garde theatre is in part defined by its desire to be misunderstood. Avant

garde theatre seeks to shock and provoke its audience, to be on the edge of the newest modes 

of performance, and to create "new" theatre, which has not been seen before. This seems an 

honourable mission, at least superficially; the practitioners of the avant-garde are seeking not 

only to stretch their audiences expectations, but perhaps smash them altogether. The more 

extreme levels of this approach do have drawbacks, especially that of total alienation of its 

spectators, and the fatal diminishing of its audiences. I feel that theatre is designed to 

communicate, to speak to its audience; attempting to achieve this from a position of quasi

superiority seems unproductive and self-gratifying. If theatre does not want an audience, it 

does not want to be theatre. The audience, however small, should be served, even if that 

service is only in the eye of the server. Often a sincere attempt is all that can be expected. 

Communication in the theatre still happens too rarely to be a requisite, but the attempt is 

essential to the form. Grotowski demands that personal process be matched, or even 

secondary to the process of bodily performance. This underlines perhaps the greatest 

difficulty raised by the application of reception theory to theatre - that of creating a work that 

is satisfactory for both audience and performer. Brecht argues that unless a performer enjoys 

his or her craft, the audience can not be expected to enjoy the performance. What is clear 

though, is that this enjoyment, this personal process is incomplete in and of itself. The 

communication of self in a dialogue with the audience - expression and reception is the 

essence of theatre. This is often an extremely difficult and skilful ( not to mention fortunate) 

line to walk - to challenge audience, and to leave them wanting more. 

Perhaps an answer is to simply continue to create theatre, and continue to meet the 

audience's expectation, and slowly, over a period, stretch them to encompass new theatrical 

modes. To create and maintain a theatre group, or company, that can establish itself within 



37 

the consciousness of the society within which it seeks to work. To accumulate its audience, 

and seek to balance on the precarious tightrope between artistic challenge and continued 

existence. This is a challenge in any situation; the native difficulties of personality and 

artistic direction are exacerbated in the modem New Zealand situation by financial concerns. 

Theatre is not traditionally a popular art in this country; arts funding seems to be vanishing, 

and the fiscal incentive to work collectively over any period of time is minimalised by 

funding bodies who grant monies almost invariably to one-off projects. The determination 

required to produce challenging theatre in any ongoing way is huge. Not only that, but 

theatre that starts off being challenging, may, in catering to its audience, get trapped in a 

circle of production and reception. In becoming successful and financially viable, theatre 

makers can lose the desire and ability to take risks with that viability. The avant-garde, 

becoming successful, becomes the old guard, inciting a new avant-garde. Only thus can a 

series of theatre performance come into existence. When there is a great deal of theatre 

being seen, the historical series of theatre performances seen by any one spectator is quickly 

enriched. Where there is little theatre being seen, whole new reception issues arise. 

Theatrically fluent audiences are often the least receptive. They are jaded from 

seeing a lot of mediocre theatre ( a proportion of theatre performance is always mediocre ) 

and often approach spectatorship with resultant ennui. They hold their spy-glasses very 

firmly in their grip. Conversely, some of the most immediately receptive audiences are those 

of children, who usually haven't seen much theatre at all. Less hampered by expectation, 

they are less surprised (and cognitively dissonant) than adults when confronted by the 

extraordinary. One of my own earliest theatrical experiences was seeing King Ubu at the 

Free Theatre, Christchurch, in about 1981 (I was then eight years old.) King Ubu is a classic 

avant-garde play ( if such a thing can be said to exist) and looking back on my memories of 

that performance today, I can see that this was an avant-garde performance, pushing the 

boundaries of its audience, and containing some fairly outrageous events. At the time, I 
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thought that the toilet on stage was rude - and therefore funny, the hand-puppet representing 

the bear endearing, and the notion of dialogue by means of cardboard speech-balloons 

extremely interesting. The experience was fun. My artistic sensibilities ( or ' horizon of 

expectation'?) were not shocked; I didn't have any. Children generally don't. This is not to 

say that young audiences are east - no one is more likely to start chatting to their neighbour if 

the play becomes boring. But an audience of children is very unlikely to reject their own 

experience simply because it is not what was expected or required. Trying to define the 

expectation of the audience is not about making value judgements, but rather assessing how 

best to create theatre that is capable of speaking to that audience. 

The heart of the dilemma is this: can the horizon of expectations be surpassed? Can 

expectations be sliced through? Can I have a theatrical voice? Can I create theatre that is 

designed to be seen through spyglasses? Jauss describes the aesthetically excellent work as 

directing the perception of the audience: "It awakens memories of that which was already 

read (or seen) , brings the reader to a specific emotional attitude, and with its beginning 

arouses expectations for the "middle and end", which can then be maintained intact or altered, 

reoriented, or even fulfilled ironically in the course of the reading according to specific rules 

of the genre or type of text" 16 How can we engage such expectations, and how reorient 

them? 

It is most important, firstly, to recognise a shared horizon of expectations, and investigate 

how such expectations impact on response and interpretation. In order for theatrical 

communication to surpass the expectations of its audience, it is necessary to evaluate how 

expectation impacts on the reception of theatre, both in the general sense, and more 

specifically, in this country. Only then is it possible to even conceive of ideas as to how to 

engage and overcome expectation - to communicate within the horizon, and then reach 

beyond it. Watching theatre is a different experience from the reading of a novel; it is on 

16 Jauss, page 167. 
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investigating these differences of media that reception theory can be embraced for the theatre 

as a useful frame of inquiry. 

Writing about any sort of audience is shaky territory without a grounding in empirical 

analysis. It is important to recognise, however that audiences differ. They differ by way of 

the time and place in which they occur. For example, a literary audience at any point in time 

cannot be influenced by a work not yet written. Similarly, a theatre audience is confined by 

this obvious time barrier, but, owing to the ephemeral nature of theatre, and the difficulty in 

touring shows, especially to New Zealand, is also surrounded by physical barriers. There is a 

great deal of theatre that the majority of any New Zealand audience, if not its entirety, will 

never have seen by reason of distant location. It is essential to realise fully the situation of 

the New Zealand audience, or it may never be possible to create meaningful theatre here. 

Only when I know what Robinson sees, can I hope to change that perception. Only then, can 

I begin to speak, and hope to be heard. Perhaps communication through theatre is impossible. 

If the expectation of a theatrical audience are not considered and targeted, then that 

impossibility is certain. The actor remains a savage, seen through the spy-glass of the 

audience, dancing on a far off shore. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Seeing and Being Seen: Problems of Perception and the Body 

Robinson's expectation and fear may be an artefact of his past, but his horizon of 

expectations is also affected by hope. Strongly influencing his actions and perception is the 

desire for release from his present situation at some time in the future . His practice of 

constantly having the spy-glass with him is testament to his hope of release from his prison of 

isolation; this practice is first initiated after Robinson thinks he sees what might be a ship on 

the horizon off the coast of the island - a precursor to rescue. Unable to determine whether or 

not he actually sees a ship, he resolves to "go no more out without a prospective glass" in his 

pocket. He carries it as a talisman of hope. Its purpose is to identify rescuing ships on the far 

ocean. The spy-glass has also been used in Robinson's constant process of monitoring his 

own safety while on the island; often using it to spy out the land to assess the dangers that lie 

ahead - the most dreaded of which have been savages and other wild creatures. At the times 

of greatest fear, he has carried it as a protection. 

Robinson 's fear, so influential in the way he reacts to the savages, is thus complicated 

by his overwhelming loneliness. As Robinson has lived in fear of savages, so has he lived in 

utter isolation, hoping every moment to see the ship on the horizon that will spell the end of 

his solitude. He is, quite simply, desperate for companionship: " ... to have seen one of my 

own species would have seem' d to me a raising from death to life, and the greatest blessing 

that Heaven itself, next to the supreme blessing of salvation, could bestow." 1 When he sees 

the savages dancing on the beach, they are the first living people that he has seen in over 

twenty years. Later he will reflect not only on ways to annihilate them, but will also scheme 

on ways to trap one and thus procure himself a servant. 

"Besides, I fancied my self able to manage one, nay, tow or three 
savages, if I had them, so as to make them entirely slaves to me, to do whatever I 

1 Defoe, page 155. 
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It was a great while that I pleas ' d my self with this affair. .. "2 
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By finding himself a servant, or even servants, Robinson will find companionship. 

He may also be able to release himself from the constant drudgery of maintaining his lifestyle 

on the island, by passing those duties onto slaves. There is also the potential that, thus aided, 

he will be able to escape the island by boat, and navigate his way home. " . . .I made this 

conclusion, that my only way to go about an attempt for an escape was, if possible, to get a 

savage into my possession."3 While these permutations and advantages of savage 

companionship are not explicitly articulated by Robinson at the time of his first sighting of 

the savages on the beach, there is not doubt that the seeds of such thoughts contribute to 

Robinson's emotions as he raises the spy-glass to his eye. 

In looking on the savages as potential slaves or servants, Robinson engages in an act 

of objectification. He regards them not as individuals but as tools. Because he doesn't think 

of them as people, he does not engage with them as if they were like him, but as if he was 

their superior. The savages become object of his desire, both of companionship and service, 

but also, perhaps of his sexual desire, so long repressed by his isolation on the island. "I was 

removed from all the wickedness of the world here. I had neither the lust of the flesh, the lust 

of the eye, or the pride of life . I had nothing to covet; for I had all that I was now capable of 

enjoying."4 Robinson Crusoe represents a repressed sexuality witnessing an act of erotic 

display. The savages are naked. The savages represent the first potential objects of "lust of 

the eye" - visual sexual stimulus - that Robinson has seen in nearly twenty years. Because his 

hope, and desire are so overwhelming, what he sees is a construction of his desire. 

Theatre, similarly, is an act of display. As such it is an erotic act. Theatre is 

potentially sexual - a bodily dialogue of not-me, not-not-me. Theatre, like a sexual act, is a 

meeting of both verbal and bodily communication. It is based on the simultaneous presence 

2 Defoe, page 166. 
3 Defoe, page I 65 . 
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of bodies in space, the actor and the spectator. "Always and everywhere theater tends toward 

the explosive, the bloody, the sexy."5 In the dialogue of theatre, the audience is witness to 

the act of display, and complicit in its sexuality. Actors are open to being objectified by 

audience gaze just as Robinson objectifies the dancers; a construction of the viewed as object 

of desire. This contributes to the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of seeing theatre. 

Historically, the theatre was also associated with the gratification of sexual desire in more 

practical ways. Once upon a time, to be an "actress" gave pseudo-respectability to a career as 

a prostitute. In many ways, within a society that still represses sexuality, the theatre still 

carries these connotations, particularly the avant-garde theatre. Physical nakedness in the 

theatre, when it occurs, contributes to a half-acknowledged expectation within puritanical 

Protestant and prurient New Zealand that the theatre people are immoral, and that the act of 

watching theatre remains an illicit act. Avant-garde theatre is the sort where people take their 

clothes off. In such a state of desire, Robinson sees, and thus fears the savages. Robinson is 

a prude. 

The only savage Robinson recognises as gendered is Friday. However, although 

Friday is naked when Robinson saves him, Robinson loses no time at all in clothing him, 

despite Friday's discomfort:" ... he went awkwardly in (Robinson's clothes) at first; wearing 

the drawers was very awkward to him, and the sleeves of the wastcoat gall'd his shoulders 

and the inside of his arms6;" While describing Friday, Defoe describes every aspect of his 

body in close detail, apart, of course, from his genitals (now hidden). We know Friday is a 

man, yet he is feminised by Robinson. This is in keeping with Robinson's identity as 

coloniser, and reminiscent of the feminisation of savages as the "other" as represented in the 

writing of the racial theorists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.7 Robinson's 

patriarchal gaze defines the savages as "other"- and hence feminises them. 

4 Defoe, page 112. 
5 Richard Schechner, (1973 , 1994) Environmental Theatre, New York London: Applause Books (97). 
6 Defoe, page 172. 
7 I am thinking in particular of Count Gobineau's Essay on the Inequality of Races (1853-5) 
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It is possible to interpret the spy-glass as a phallic object. It represents Robinson ' s 

patriarchal gaze, as he looks down on the naked savages, who may or may not be women 

(Robinson is not telling). As a female actor I find the possibility of being the object of 

another's gaze disturbing. In a controversial and ground-breaking essay, Laura Mulvey 

writes "In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between 

active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the 

female figure, which is styled accordingly."8 How can I, as a woman, speak in the theatre, if 

I am merely a screen for the projection of a determining male gaze? Is this any less of an 

inescapable quality of theatre, than it is of film, as de Lauretis suggests? When I am on the 

stage, I am defined by expectation. Perhaps by presenting myself within this frame I am 

complicit in the process of my own objectification. I am contributing to the ongoing nature of 

this process in the world at large. Rather than communicating with the audience, I am 

reinforcing stereotypical images of women in society; I am complicit in the conservatism of 

theatre, rather than making change. There must be a way of overcoming this. The live nature 

of theatre hints that this may be possible. Unlike in film, more than the mere image of the 

woman is present. In the theatre, the woman herself is actually physically there, which 

provides the possibility of reciprocity. The spectator may also be seen; in some methods of 

performance, the spectator is even physically touched. The borderline between watcher and 

watched is therefore tenuous. If a performer steps off the stage to interact with a performer, 

then the spectator is put in a dual position of observer and observed. Clearly there are more 

potential configurations with which to play. If I refuse to accept this designation of passivity 

- if I refuse to allow myself to be object, can theatre provide the potential to break out of this 

mould? To slash through audience expectation, and regain the ability to create meaning? 

Designated as phallic object, the spy-glass also represents Robinson's position within 

a patriarchal society. "I could not perceive, by my nicest observation, but that they were stark 

examined at length in Young, R. J.C. (I 995) Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture, 
and Race London and New York: Routledge. Gobineau' s racist examination of the nature of 
racial difference is coloured by his rather prurient attitude to "racial sexual transgression". 



43 

naked, and had not the least covering upon them; but whether they were men or women, that I 

could not distinguish"9 When Robinson looks through his spy-glass, he sees naked bodies. 

He can't tell whether the naked savages are male or female . It is not at all surprising to me 

that Robinson is unable to perceive the presence of females. Throughout Defoe's Robinson 

Crusoe there are few female characters, and those that appear are nameless, faceless ciphers 

fulfilling the roles of mother, wife and housekeeper. Robinson's mother is a mere shadow in 

comparison to the strong and overbearing character of his father - she is mentioned only in 

context of marrying, and approached as an intermediary between Robinson and his father. 

Significantly, she serves only to reaffirm his father's wishes: "she would not have so much 

hand in my destruction; and I should never have it to say, that my mother was willing when 

my father was not."10 The only other females in the story are the English captain's widow, 

who keeps Robinson's money safe during the time he is enslaved by the Moors; and 

Robinson's own wife, mentioned in the briefest of summaries in the denouement of the novel: 

" ... I marry'd .... and had three children, two sons and one daughter: but my wife dying, and 

my nephew coming home with good success form a voyage to Spain, ... prevailed and engag'd 

me to go in his ship, ... to the East Indies." 11 Within Robinson Crusoe, women are the merest 

peripherals. It seems that women don't impinge at all upon the consciousness of the 

protagonist. The fact that this novel is simultaneously an icon of Western capitalist culture 

and so dismissive of women is both disturbing and telling. It reflects the sexism imbedded in 

patriarchal society. Robinson's failure to differentiate between male and female savages is 

also akin to pivotal twentieth century theatre theorists who ignore the fact that there are 

women on stage - and fail to acknowledge the particular political and feminist issues attached 

to the presentation of the female body on stage. It also reflects the history of colonial culture, 

which is based on men's deeds. Such a patriarchal position is indicative of colonial values, 

and reflects the position of women on stage within such a society. 

8 Laura Mulvey, (I 975) "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" in Visual and Other Pleasures, 
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press ( 1989), (19). 

9 Defoe, page 153. · 
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Much of twentieth century theatre theory is written by men - and many of them, 

positioning themselves as liberal humanists, write ignoring differences between individual 

actors on stage - carefully indiscriminate with regard to race and gender. The female body on 

stage is more vulnerable to being misread. The feminist critique of representation" ... has 

conclusively demonstrated how any image in our culture - let alone any image of woman - is 

placed within, and read from, the encompassing context of patriarchal ideologies, whose 

values and effects are social and subjective, aesthetic and affective, and obviously permeate 

the entire social fabric and hence all social subjects, women as well as men." 12 Theresa de 

Lauretis is writing about cinema, but what is specifically dealt with here is the act of seeing. 

Audience, both male and female, engage in the act of seeing from within the context of a 

patriarchal society; this social horizon of expectations means that the female body, 

especially, is seen in very specific ways, that work against the female actor finding, and 

speaking in, her own voice. 

The experience of a woman on stage is thus very different to that of a man; and is 

read differently. The female body is governed by a whole different expectation. The body is 

a bearer of signs and of cultural meaning.13 Within a patriarchal society, the body is a bearer 

of signs which are read from that patriarchal perspective. The female body thus becomes a 

signifier for a whole range of cultural and social signs, which may have nothing to do with 

individuals. The female body, like the savage body, is constructed and colonised by the 

patriarchal gaze, and made to represent these signs. Identity becomes defined by that gaze. It 

becomes increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to counter such perceptions. 

As a female actor, a woman on stage, this is of especial concern. How can I speak 

when my image shouts so loud? My image is Woman; an indicator of desire; 

10 Defoe, page 20. 
11 Defoe, page 246. 
12 Theresa de Lauretis, (1984) Alice Doesn't: Feminism Semiotics Cinema, Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, (38). 
13Anne Marie Balsamo, (1995) Technologies of the Gendered Body: Reading Cyborg Women, 

Durham: Duke University Press (19). 
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mother/daughter/wife; roles defined by a male gaze, having identity only in relation to that 

which I am not. "Within the realm of the visible, that is both the realm of the signifier and the 

image, women are seen always as Other; thus, The Woman cannot be seenl4"Within this 

context, female actors ( of which I am one) seem even less likely to have a theatrical voice 

than male actors. The simple presence of the female body on stage carries with it such a 

complex array of signs, operating independently of any specific desires the actor might have. 

Amidst such political and cultural complexity, is it ever possible for a woman to speak on 

stage and be heard? "Represented as the negative term of sexual differentiation, spectacle

fetish or specular image, in any case ob-scene, woman is constituted as the ground of 

representation, the looking-glass held up to man" 15 The body of the woman is constructed in 

counterpoint to that of man. She is defined by her lack of maleness; she is a looking-glass 

that reflects male identity by virtue of contrast. Maleness becomes what it is to have what a 

female lacks. 

There is a great body of theatrical work that seeks to challenge this expectation. 

In her guise of Helen Melon, Katy Dierlam appears as the Fat Lady at Coney Island's 

Sideshows by the Seashore, 16 in a performance that may be read as an attempt to counteract 

the assumptions of an audience who have paid to come and look at a 550-pound woman. It 

challenges the spectators to "look beyond her appearance" and question the nature of the 

relationship "between who she is and what she looks like." 17 Dierlam' s performance is 

specifically geared to challenge the audience through direct speech and direct eye contact; her 

narrative is structured around stories from her own life, and the history of the tradition of the 

Fat Lady at the Sideshows. 

14 Peggy Phelan, ( 1993) Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, London and New York: Routledge, 
(6). 

15 De Lauretis, page 16. 
16 See Sharon Mazer, ( 1994) " ' She's So Fat. .. ' : Facing the Fat Lady at Coney Island's Sideshows by 

the Seashore" in The Theatre Annual Volume 47, Fall 1994, (11-28). 
17 Mazer, page 11. 

/ 
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The main problematic behind this and other performances of display is the tension 

between what the audience sees, and what the performer is intending to convey through that 

act of display. Helen Melon confronts the prejudices that her society (and hence, the 

audience) hold against obese people: "Fat is the dirtiest word in the English language . Yeah. 

Fat people are ugly and stupid and lazy and probably smelly too. And if you believe that, 

you'd better stay away from me. I have to be on constant guard against dwindling." 18 She 

refuses to let the audience hide behind euphemisms or politenesses. She transcends the 

traditions of the Fat Lady (and stereotypes of the obese); is aggressive, rather than docile, 

proud, rather than diffident. She presents herself as a woman in control of her life, 

contradicting the implicit belief that obesity suggests helplessness and want of controJ. l 9she 

opposes any reading of body as symptom. Her performance is an attempt to speak beyond the 

body - to speak louder than the spectacle of her body speaks. 

The effectiveness of this is limited by a number of factors. The first is the most 

obvious. The audience has paid to see a 550-pound woman, a freak in a sideshow next to a 

two-headed foetus and sword-swallowers. This in itself is a comment on the societal mores 

that Dierlam is subverting. It indicates a specular culture, wherein that which is different 

becomes immediately objectified for the visual gratification of its audience. Dierlam as both 

female and obese is doubly different. The horizon of expectation of this audience is largely 

influenced (no pun intended) by the context of the performance. What Melon/Dierlam does 

is secondary to who she is: the Fat Lady. 

Dierlam's performance strategies are not wholly effective in limiting this expectation. 

Dierlam is relying on the audience perceiving her as an individual, so that as well as Fat 

Lady, she is recognised as an individual and performer - a person. However, this desire is 

complicated by the fact that while it is obvious that Helen Melon is a constructed character, 

the line between character and performer is sufficiently unclear that neither is fully 

18 Mazer, page 18. 
19 As Susan Bordo writes in Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body: "fat. .. is 
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established. As Dierlam is relying on the establishment of her of an individual identity of 

counter the generalisation of the 'fat' stereotype, this is a serious short-coming. Ostensibly, 

she provides a biographical narrative. Yet Helen Melon's story is not that of Dierlam. 

Dierlam displays her own body, but the ' inner self that she displays is not her own. In a 

sense, she goes from being the benign happy fat lady to dominating wielder of insatiable 

appetite - a scary fat lady with a chip on her shoulder. On the one hand, this may be 

interpreted as Melon/Dierlam's presentation of her own identity (and hence, her humanity) 

/ while maintaining her autonomy over this part of her image. On the other hand, she is 

effective only to a limited extent in countering the prejudice of the audience. In the end, the 

audience sees what they came expecting to see. Her performance is "less evocative of this 

woman's identity than of the assumptions with which we approach her."20 

As Robinson Crusoe looks through his spy-glass, he sees naked bodies . Perhaps 

paradoxically, nakedness has often been used in the history of twentieth century theatre to 

challenge the assumptions of an audience about performance. The Performance Group 

experimented a great deal with naked performance. Ideally, the nakedness of the body would 

reflect and instigate "psychic nakedness"; this is Grotowski's term for a gift of self, in which 

the actor "rips off the life ~ask"21 and shows truthfully his or her inner self. Nakedness has 

a great deal of potential in the theatre, both for Grotowski 's reasons, and also because the act 

of undressing can serve to jolt an audience out of their horizon of expectations. Nakedness 

adds to the sensation that one is creating a "special place" of communication, and 

paradoxically, underlines the fantasy/illusion of theatre - in every-day life, few people walk 

naked in public. Nakedness (especially that of men) is censored from cinema and our 

television screens, as though the body (and especially the penis) were somehow dangerous 

associated with the taint of matter and flesh, 'wantonness,' mental stupor and mental decay." 
(1993) University of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, (148). 

20 Mazer, page 25. 
21 Grotowski's views on theatre, as representative of his "Poor Theatre" stage, are discussed 

extensively in Towards a Poor Theatre, particularly the first two chapters, which provide an 
overview of his beliefs, in contrast to later chapters, which are more concerned with 
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and obscene. One is more likely to see a man getting killed or mutilated on television, than to 

see him naked in prime time. Because of this reticence, the social codes are very much 

flouted ( and horizons of social expectation shocked) at nakedness on stage. I think this is 

especially true of New Zealand, where sex isn't really discussed all that much, and nakedness 

in the theatre is relatively rare. 

Joan MacIntosh, of the Performa~ce Group, says " To be able to stand still, naked, 

and experience your feelings about your body is a fantastic way to learn to give up the mask. 

When you are no longer "what you would like to be" but unmistakably "who you are"22 Is 

this what I want? This becomes increasingly difficult and uncomfortable the less confident I 

am in my own body, and furthermore, with my own self. The times when I have performed 

entirely or partially naked, I have found it a really different experience from what I expected 

having read Schechner' s theories about it. In the cannibal scene of Robinson Crusoe: or, how 

I was born to be my own destroyer, dressed only in a loin cloth, I felt somehow protected by 

the fact that this was a performance. This lent the experience a specific context, and 

removed, somehow, some of the risk. I can identify two trains of thought behind this. 

Firstly, I had no doubts about the worthwhile nature of the performance. I was satisfied with 

the reason for being naked. This intellectual and emotional satisfaction with the concept of 

nakedness protected me (and perhaps protects other performers in this situation). Secondly, 

because I was extremely thin at the time, I felt somehow protected from my own body. 

Because it was thin, and wiry from weeks of rehearsing the climbing of the ropes and nets 

that made up the set, I felt like the body I presented looked in shape, in control. I believed 

that I was not accidentally giving something away about myself. I felt that I was representing 

part of myself that I felt comfortable with - the body as symbol of discipline and control. In a 

sense, I was hiding my own vulnerability. Looking back at photos from this ·performance, I 

realise that in fact my body was saying a great deal about me with its excessive thinness, and 

I wonder why I didn't realise this at the time. The feeling of being naked was of nervousness 

methodology. 
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and a frisson of excitement, and pleasure at the resulting consciousness of my body - more or 

less, carefree. 

Presenting my body to the audience in order to challenge patriarchal assumptions is 

hazardous. In feeling comfortable in a state of relatively extreme underweight, I reveal my 

own inextricable connection to that patriarchal society I am trying to confront. I am the same 

as the audience of the Fat Lady, who, despite all politically correct musings and even own 

wishes to the contrary, and judge her in terms of the sight of her body. It seems improbable -

even impossible to confront the power relation of the gaze when so utterly a part of the 

patriarchal society that creates it. This concerns me. At this precise instant, few things revolt 

me more than the prospect of showing my naked body off to strangers. This is a physical and 

emotional response. For the last month I have done very little else than sit like a sedentary 

blob, my body only useful insofar as my brain uses my fingers to communicate with my 

computer keyboard. I feel like my body has become simultaneously fat and puny, ineffective 

and unconfident, apart from toned and terrific sixty-words-a-minute fingers. I'm ashamed of 

my body. It feels gross. How am I supposed to present myself thus to an audience? My 

body reflects all the things I don't like about myself. Despite this, the recognition that such 

vulnerability is precisely the reason for nakedness in the theatre. I don't want to be an erotic 

object, so therefore, my body needs to transcend the suppositions that surround it, particularly 

if I choose to be naked. In order for nakedness to have meaning on stage for the actor in 

question, a recognition of their position of vulnerability - telling the truth about myself - is • 

necessary. 

An interesting case in point was Michael Parmenter' s solo show called A Long 

Undressing which I saw at the Christchurch Arts Festival in 1997. Parmenter, a 

contemporary dancer and choreographer, "undresses" both physically and emotionally in his 

auto-biographical performance. This performance deals with the formation of his identity as 

22 Schechner, page 93. 
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a gay male dancer, growing up as a Christian in small town New Zealand, love, dance, and 

having AIDS. Parmenter's performance, monologue interspersed with dance, is a curious 

mixture of intimacy and invulnerability. It was a story spoken, and written on his body, 

about powers oppressive to the body (his family's resistance to his dancing, and his faith's 

resistance to his sexuality). Nonetheless, while his self-written monologue is reasonably 

straight-forward about his life, resulting in some openness, his body appeared, despite its 

illness, totally invulnerable. Well-muscled, limber, flexible and tanned, even the huge scar 

down his abdomen was practically symmetrical, and served to emphasise what brilliant 

physical shape he was in. The demanding physicality of the dancing was performed without 

any sign of strain, difficulty, or pain (he later told us that the dances had been re

choreographed, to accommodate his sickness) The conceit of this production was of psychic 

and physical nakedness. Yet, despite slowly removing his clothes throughout the 

performance, at no time did Parmenter seem really naked. His display of his body masked his 

vulnerability, rather than gave me any real insight into his character. As such, his undressing 

ceased to have any real meaning. 

Schechner writes "Nakedness itself is a costume."23 pointing out that often in the 

vulnerable moment of nakedness, the feeling of defencelessness mobilises "whatever 

character armour a person can muster." Watching the Michael Parmenter performance, I felt 

almost as if dance had ceased to be about expressing his feelings, and had become a means to 

hide his helplessness in a display of his body's beauty. Likewise, the perfection of his naked 

body served to hide the manifestations of his illness. The dancing was gorgeous, and so was 

Michael Parmenter. I remember feeling very sad that he was going to die - but that was 

besides the performance which ultimately fell far short of the titular "undressing". 

Part of the problem I had with A Long Undressing was the feeling that Michael 

Parmenter was perhaps showing as much of himself as he knew how. That is, that the self

written narrative, with its reflection on his troubled and oppressed childhood, his attempts at 

23 Schechner, page 91. 
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suicide as a young man, and so on, lacked any really insightful self-knowledge, and as such 

remained a narrative, rather than being. a rdation of self, which is what I believe Michael 

Parmenter was aiming for. As such I felt that it was a really brave performance (aside from 

anything else, Parmenter was performing two physically and emotionally draining 

performances a night, while quite ill) that I really respected. Yet, despite my best intentions, I 

felt that I was not responding to the performance in the way I should. What I felt that 

Parmenter's undressing revealed was his own final inability to accept himself. Nakedness 

was an act of proving his own humanity to the audience, presupposing that they would not 

take it for granted. This was what was most sad. Furthermore, there remained a suspicion 

that Parmenter was displaying his refined and perfect body in a sort of theatrical love-making. 

I have mixed feelings about this. Perhaps this is a consequence of all auto-biographical 

performance. It is very difficult indeed to separate oneself in the act of performance from the 

desire to be appreciated. Perhaps this desire is even more present when performing one 's 

own story. There is not the distance from the subject matter which allows for self-reflexivity. 

The risk is self-indulgence, the result of which is a failure to express oneself to an audience. 

Theatre becomes exhibitionism. This bothers me, because I feel that the act of showing 

oneself becomes the focus of the performance, instead of communication with the audience. 

The image of the body on stage may always speak in ways that the person in question 

is the last to suspect. This does not necessarily ruin all chance of theatrical communication, 

but as an actor, it is still frightening to surrender control of one's image. Nonetheless, there 

may be ways suggested by the structural analysis of reception to make oneself heard and to 

thus overcome the signal of one's body. But what is it that I want the audience to see when 

they are watching Helen Melon? What is it that I want Robinson to see when he looks 

through his spy-glass at the savages dancing below? What do I want to see when I watch 

Michael Parmenter dance? What is it that I want the audience to see when they look at me? 

I want the audience to see Katy Dierlam behind the persona of Helen Melon - to have 

them see her as she would wish to be seen, without the prejudice that faces her every day. 
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When reading Robinson Crusoe, I want Robinson to see the savages firstly as human beings. 

I expect that if he is able to see their nakedness through his perspective glass, that he should 

be able to tell whether or not they are male or female. If he cannot then I feel as though he is 

either censoring the story he narrates, or is so sexually repressed that he cannot admit, even to 

himself, that he can see naked women. I want him to be able to see what I feel logically must 

be there to see. He can see naked people. He must be able to differentiate gender. How can 

he possibly be unable to see? I want Robinson to see difference and recognise another 

culture. I want him to be able to see Friday as more than just a savage, to appreciate his 

opinions, respect his religion, to learn Friday's language even while teaching Friday his own. 

When I am a member of a theatrical audience, I want to be able to feel that I can see 

what the performer wants me to see. I don't want to be restricted by personal and theatrical 

prejudice from being able to enter into the theatre which is on offer. When I myself am an 

actor on the stage, I want the work to be meaningful and to communicate those meanings. I 

want theatre to speak, and I want it to speak clearly. I am caught between the desire for 

honesty in performance, and the desire for self-protection. Life is spent building up 

protective barriers, and keeping secrets about oneself. The decision to lift some of these 

layers is difficult, especially in regard of the possibility that to do so may be in vain. I have 

no desire to offer myself up as an object of projection for the expectations of others. I do not 

want to reinforce societal beliefs, I want to challenge them. I want to speak and be heard. 

Robinson's spy-glass objectifies the savages, and makes them subject to his patriarchal and 

colonising gaze. How can I, as a woman, speak in a theatre, if I am merely a screen for the 

projection of a determining male gaze? 

As an actor on stage, I do not wish to be the object of anyone's gaze. If I am, I want 

it to be on my terms. I want to be seen for who I am, rather than who I look like, even as I 

recognise that these things are, in a number of very important ways, closely tied together. 

" ... Performance art of the nineties has renounced the play of illusion, It has chosen to return 

to the real as a construction of the political, and to show the real as necessarily bound to the 
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individual"24 Theatre requires a voice - and I want that voice to be mine, or in harmony with 

mine. I want to be able to speak to the audience, rather than be spoken for by my body, or 

compromised by social and aesthetic expectations which are not my own. In Visual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey writes " In their traditional exhibitionist role women 

are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and 

erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness." I want to be looked 

at, or I would not place myself on stage. The presence of anybody on stage connotes a 

certain degree of exhibitionism- a desire to be seen, a desire to speak. The audience, despite 

all intentions to the contrary, is placed in the position of voyeur, the presence of the female 

body on stage overwritten by social expectation. It is as though I am inextricably caught 

between theatre theory and feminist theory. On the one hand, the requirement of total gift of 

self - the release of controls over one's image, and total devotion to the moment. This 

represents massive vulnerability. On the other hand a (perhaps insurmountable) wall of theory 

detailing a massive presumption of gender imbalance, and construction of what is seen. 

If one theatrically engages the audience horizon of expectations, and only then 

attempts to stretch that horizon to incite new thought and recognition of alternative 

viewpoints, perhaps theatre can escape from its doom as most utterly conservative of art 

forms, and speak of new ideas, and different lives. Is it ever possible to speak beyond the 

body? To speak as myself, as an individual woman, without all the connotations connected to 

The Woman? In the face of such overwhelming risks, is theatre worth attempting? 

24 Josette Feral, "What is Left of Perfonnance Art?" Autopsy of a Function, Birth of a Genre," 
Discourse, vol.I 4, 1992, (148-9). 
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"A theatre which makes no contact with the public is a nonsense. Our theatre is 

accordingly a nonsense. The reason why the theatre has at present no contact with the public 

is that it has no idea what is wanted of it." 1 As will be discussed later, Brecht embarked on 

the discovery of a whole new aesthetic of theatre. This was possible only after his diagnosis 

of the fatal illness of the German theatre of his time. He strove to cure theatre through a 

number of strategies. The questions that need to be addressed by theatre makers relate to the 

geographical, historical, social and cultural make-up of audience, and the expectations that 

arise from this horizon. It is the sheerest chance if a theatre piece challenges the expectations 

of its audience without its producers having thought about what those expectations might be. 

Almost all theatre theory written by practitioners seeks to answer the essential question of 

how the audience may be induced to respond. In New Zealand it is vital to question the 

nature of audience experience - both aesthetically, as theatre-goers, and the way that their 

social, cultural and historical experience charts expectation relating to the content of any 

theatrical work. Only then is it possible to assess the contributions made by a range of theatre 

theorists, and consider their usefulness for implementation in the New Zealand theatre, 

keeping in mind the difficulties of perception in the post-colonial context. 

What I want from theatre here, is not only the opportunity to speak and be heard, but 

to be part of a dialogue, of which the audience are also a part. This is a romantic desire - an 

ideal of exchange. Sometimes when I am on stage I feel something which is almost 

indefinable. I am the transmitter of my own desires, but I am also the transmitter for the 

audience's response. Theatre is spontaneous, and live. Every moment of the performance is 

1 Berto It Brecht Brecht on Theatre: the development of an aesthetic, ed. and trans. Willett, 
Methuen. Great Britain, 1964.(67). 
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alive, because it is changed by the audience reaction. This needs not be overwhelmingly 

obvious (I have never had tomatoes or flowers thrown at me) but resides in the subtleties of 

movement and breath, which at some level alters every performance from second to second. 

There is a communication going on, realised in the body of the actor - in my body. In such a 

moment I am not necessarily just myself, speaking for myself, but also the audience, who are 

with me as I perform. This doesn't happen all that much, but for me, it's what makes theatre, 

with its hard slog and attendant poverty and blind alleys, worth doing. A feeling of 

togetherness. Communication. Love. This represents an escape from a power-relationship, 

where neither the audience or the performer gain total control of the theatrical event. It is 

communication, rather than a power struggle. How is it possible to create this different 

communication? 

What happens in this moment? Is it merely the empathy of the audience? I don 't 

think so. When an spectator empathises with the actor, the spectator in some senses ceases 

to exist as an individual. The audience identifies totally with the character on stage, and thus 

lose their ability for action or thought as themselves . Their perceptions are not altered, 

because on stage they see only themselves, in the same way that they see themselves from 

day to day. There is no extension of perceptions either of self or of the themes with which the 

text is dealing. Because of this, there is no interaction with the performance text as a text; it 

is seen as a reflection of the audience's own projection. 

One aim for the post-colonial theatre is to create theatre that will instigate social 

dialogue. Such theatre needs to involve its audience actively in the creation of meaning from 

the text. This can only occur when theatre is structured so as to allow this involvement. 

What sort of structure is needed? One that meets the audience horizon of expectation, and 

then stretches it, allowing the audience to be actively engaged with the performance. In order 

to investigate strategies for surpassing audience horizons of expectations, it is necessary to 

understand how an audience interacts with text. Is it possible to see outside one's own 
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horizons? Could Robinson ever see outside his own frame of reference? How must the text 

be structured to allow this? 

Jauss, following W.D.Stempel,2describes the reader's initial horizon of expectations 

as "paradigmatic isotopy, which is transposed into an immanent syntagmatic horizon of 

expectation to the extent that the utterance grows'} or, more simply, as a group of paradigms 

which a text is measured, which adapts as more and more of the text is read, and the 

expectations are either fulfilled or changed. This means that as the reader progresses through 

the novel, the experience is measured against the reader's expectation of the text. As the text 

progresses, from moment to moment, the expectation is re-created. In terms of the Crusoe 

paradigm, this means that what the reader sees is defined by what they expect, but that this 

expectation can be altered by the experience of the art work. Or, the theatre audience can be 

engaged by theatrical performance, and their horizon of expectation expanded. The horizon 

of expectation is not necessarily inviolate - the audience may see outside their horizons 

through the process of the aesthetic experience. This suggests that the ideal of theatre as a 

two-way communication process is possible, if the performance text is structured 

appropriately. How is this to be achieved? 

Wolfgang Iser concentrates on how novelistic structure is created so as to engage the 

imagination of the reader. Whereas Jauss looks at the effect of the artistic work, Iser analyses 

how that work may be put together in order to create a desired aesthetic response: "Central to 

the reading of every literary work is the interaction between its structure and its recipient".4 

This more structural approach allows for the possibility that reception may be guided by the 

author of the text. 

"The process of assembling the meaning of the text is not a private one, 
for although it does mobilise the subjective disposition of the reader, it does not 

2 Wolf Dieter Stempel, "Pour une description des genres literraires," in Actes du XIIw congres 
international de linguistique Romane (Bucharest, 1968), also in Beitrage zur Textlinguistik, 
ed. W.D.Stempel (Munich 1970). 

3 Jauss, page 167. 
4 Iser, page 20. 
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Clearly reception of a text is not entirely subjective. The reader is led through the 

text by its author, who, as such, exercises control over constructions of meaning. There 

remains a degree of subjectivity. "Although it is clear that acts of comprehension are guided 

by the structures of the text, the latter can never exercise complete control"6 The interaction 

of the reader with the text allows a reasonable latitude of response. Neither the writer or the 

reader is completely in control of perception. This opens the possibility for a two-way 

communication which is neither entirely in the hands of one, but takes place between actor 

and spectator. 

Devising strategies for communicative performance demands an understanding of 

how the reader interacts with the text. Iser describes the act of reading as a process of 

moving between perspectives: "the text. .. is composed of several perspectives that outline the 

author's view and also provide access to what the reader is meant to visualise."7 The reader 

creates his or her own position within the text by assuming a perspective that bridges those in 

the text. This is a process of collation and an individual assignment of value according to the 

reader's own social context. The way in which perspectives are woven together (which 

creates the text in the reader's imagination) is structured within the text. The result is a 

creation of meaning which is stimulated by the author, and realised by the reader. 

This interaction is pre-structured by a series of three basic components: the different 

perspectives represented in the texts, the vantage point from which the reader correlates these 

perspectives, and the meeting place where they converge. 8 It is important to recognise that 

the reading of a novel and the act of watching a theatrical performance differ in some 

fundamental ways. Because this act of structuring such a performance will also differ. The 

vantage point from which the reader views the text and creates meaning may exist in a similar 

5 Iser, page 49. 
6 Iser, page 36. 
7 ibid. 
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fashion between the novel-readers whom Iser discusses and theatre-goers. It is the horizon of 

expectation that designates this positioning - which sets the audience at this particular place. 

This remains very similar whether one looks at theatre, or reads; the horizon may be formed 

in different ways, and may be different with regards an individual towards either medium, but 

the effect of these horizons on both are largely the same. The "gaps" left within the text, as 

empty spaces from which the reader infers meanings, are pieced together into a whole bit by 

bit until the act of reading is complete. This act is an ongoing process throughout the length 

of the reading. As Jauss (and Stempel) theorise, the reader's horizon of expectations is 

weighed up against the new text each progressive moment. At any point in this process, it is 

theoretically possible for the author to subvert the audience's horizon of expectation, 

changing the overall production of meaning in the act of reading. The variants between the 

novel and theatrical forms occur in the other two apexes of the structural triangle, namely the 

different perspectives within the text and how they are presented, and the effect that this has 

upon the reader/viewer. 

If one regards the act of reading as the reader bringing together the strands of a 

narrative to create an individual imaginative world, then it is necessary to realise that theatre 

is much more explicit. The spectator is therefore potentially much more passive in the act of 

imaginative creation than the reader of a novel. It is important to recognise that theatre 

audience are confronted by a greater degree of aesthetic stimuli than a reader in a novel. The 

act of reading is a process of bringing together the strands of a narrative to create an 

individual imaginative world. The reader creates imaginative pictures in the head, thus 

becoming integrated with the text. Theatre does not necessarily reqmre this act of 

imagination, merely a suspension of disbelief, which is a passive process leaving the 

spectator open to empathy with the characters. The theatre audience therefore has less need 

to fill in the "gaps" of the text, because they are already filled. Theatre requires· an act of 

perception, rather than requiring imagination. Because of the difficulties associated with 

8 ibid. 
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perception, as illustrated by the Crusoe paradigm, it is important not to simply equate the act 

of perception in theatre with the act of reading. Theatre may invite its audience into 

performance through structuring the performance to allow "gaps" - but these "gaps" are not 

intrinsic to theatrical form. If no spaces are structured into the performance, theatre becomes 

an act of voyeurism, and the audience is merely witness to any physical, emotional, 

intellectual or political action that takes place. 

Perhaps the secret to theatre's overwhelming lean towards conservatism springs from 

this inherent density of its structure. All imaginative decisions may be made in rehearsal. 

The spectator need only watch. If there are few gaps within a text, then the reader/spectator 

need not engage with the text - and is not challenged. Potentially, the audience need only sit 

and watch the parade of images before them .. This does not require anything of the audience 

but a willingness to sit and watch. Such theatre does not instigate a dialogue, or any sort of 

real two-way communication. The potential of theatre that lies in the proximity of people in 

the same time and space is severely limited. The chances of being able to stretch the 

audience's horizon of expectation - to surprise, and thus inspire - are greatly reduced. 

It is important, then, that the theatrical performance be appropriately structured, by 

the use of the theatrical styles available. For example, naturalism disempowers the act of 

reception by disassociating the act of perception from the creation of meaning. The spectator 

is involved in an act of pure perception - not an act of imagination, as occurs in the reading of 

a novel, where the written word may create an image in a dynamic interaction with the mind 

of the reader, thus drawing him or her into the novel. The theatre presents the passive 

spectator with images already imagined in the mind of the creator and explicitly stated by 

means of the theatrical environment. The spectators sit in the dark and spy through the fourth 

wall at events that exclude them. Watching theatre in this disassociated way is like watching 

a film. I like watching film, and I enjoy going to see theatre like this, if it is done well. Part 

of what is enjoyable about naturalistic theatre is its escapist quality. It is entertaining to go to 
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a theatre and indulge in empathy for two hours with no lasting after effects. Richard 

Schechner sees theatre as falling on a continuum that combines efficacy and entertainment. 

Such disassociated theatre may be very entertaining, but it is seldom efficacious, that is, 

fulfilling a social purpose, or creating change. Because of this, my personal preference is 

towards less naturalistic forms of theatre, if simply for the reason that I believe theatre has the 

potential for a much deeper connection between the audience and on-stage performers. 

I also believe this is only possible if the director and the actors on stage can stretch 

the audiences' horizon of expectation. Naturalistic theatre offers little by the way of stylistic 

choices that may stretch the audience ' s horizons, relying on plot twists or script surprises 

devised by the playwright. Naturalism does not offer many stylistic opportunities for 

surpassing the audience expectation because it is often exactly what people expect from 

theatre - detailed costumes and sets, people pretending to be real, Miss Julie, Look Back in 

Anger, women in long dresses, or poor people in slums. The whole theory of naturalism is 

based on the assumption that it is possible to present an imitation of reality on stage. 

However, if it is impossible for an audience, blinded by their expectations, to see what is on 

stage, then naturalism is impossible. 

The surpassing of the horizon of expectation requires some sort of cognitive shift on 

the part of the audience. What is required is something unexpected which causes Robinson to 

stop and think "What's going on here?" or to ask Friday "What is it you are all doing when 

you dance around the fire like that?" In the theatre, this means that the performance needs to 

make the audience aware of other perspectives. This needn't be a conversion, but merely a 

stretching of awareness to encompass the existence of other points of view. This can occur 

through the structuring of textual perspectives. If the spectator does not have to shift 

perspectives in a radical way, then it is easier to watch the performance without having . to 

think much about it. Where there are considerable perspective shifts - or the "gaps" are 

bigger - the theatrical performance demands more engagement of the individual spectator. 
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The audience are more active in creating the perfonnance. The horizon of expectation is 

disturbed because the internal structure of the perfonnance diverges from the single 

perspective. Expectation, capable of changing from moment to moment, does so. 

Theatre affects expectation on the levels of content and style. To an even greater 

degree than written text, theatre can be divided into affect and meaning: the way that the 

message impacts upon its receiver as an act of communication, and the content of the 

message - that which is communicated. Thus the horizon of expectation can be engaged and 

surpassed on both these levels. On both levels, it is possible to subvert expectation through 

the manipulation of classical texts. Classical, or canonical texts are often considered 

inviolate; these texts represent theatre at its most conservative. Taught in schools and 

replicated in perfonnance over and over, they encapsulate the cultural and social status quo. 

Few textual choices are so loaded with audience expectation. Post-colonial theatre theory 

cites received canonical texts as colonising; privileged over the lived experience and life 

stories of students in the colonial classroom, or the people sitting a audience in the colonial 

theatres.9 Such theatre serves to underline the similarities of common human experience, but 

limits the recognition of geographical, historical, ethnic and social difference. Tompkins and 

Gilbert identify the adaptation of classical texts as one strategy of reinstating local content 

and perspectives into theatrical production. 

If, in the New Zealand context, one agrees that the horizon of expectation is created 

elsewhere, it follows that local content - plays actually written here - may serve to expand this 

horizon. In New Zealand, we still see mainly theatre that follows overseas trends both in 

style and content. This is what our audiences expect, but in many ways its a relic of our 

colonial past. We're seeing naturalistic theatre that reflects overseas culture, not the society 

of the spectator. This meets our expectations. Overseas centres defines what is "cultural." 

9 This is investigated at length in Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins, in Post-colonial Drama: 
Theory, Practice, Politics, London and New York: Routledge, 1996 .. While providing a rather 
adamant definition of post-colonialism, this is an extensive overview of new theatres in the 
outposts of the old British Empire. 
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Our national identity relies strongly on seeing an image reflected in the mirror of the rest of 

the world. We see ourselves only as others see us. A clear example of this tendency can be 

inferred from reading the promotional material for the new Museum of New Zealand (Te 

Papa) . Alongside a plethora of permanent exhibits heavily weighted with Maori material and 

Pasifika, the exhibits cover the usual tourist expectations of farming and forests. There is no 

performing arts exhibit at all, although the venue may be hired. Related to this problem of 

identity is the fact that we have no established indigenous theatre styles. Despite the ongoing 

work of groups .such as Red Mole, Free Theatre Christchurch and Pacific Underground, the 

overwhelming majority of performance is constructed on the expectation of overseas culture. 

New Zealand plays are written, but are generally based on the Aristotelian model, shaped in 

naturalism, and too often of low quality and limited originality. I am thinking in particular of 

Bruce Mason's The Pohutukawa Tree. Like many New Zealand plays, this is trying so hard 

to be The Great New Zealand Play (indeed, it is often talked of as such) that it fails in any sort 

of specificity. In trying to represent the entire national psyche, it presents characters that are 

two-dimensional, and a plot that is dreary and predictable. Such theatre bores me. Perhaps 

this is a phase that must be gone through in the growth of New Zealand's theatrical history. 

Perhaps indeed, Mason is the Eugene O'Neill of our day. Certainly, his plays share the same 

pompous self-importance and gratuitous and unenlightening use of myth. Playwrighting in 

this country seems stuck in the naturalistic mud. There are exceptions of course, but even the 

work of up-and-coming Maori playwrights, which are a huge leap in the right direction as far 

as content goes, stick quite rigidly to a quasi- naturalistic format. I have grave doubts that 

such plays serve to stretch the horizons of their audiences in any way, except perhaps in the 

initial surprise in seeing a local play being produced. 

Canonical texts are useful in that they are loaded with expectation. These 

expectations are identifiable, relating as they do to famous productions of the texts, or film 

versions that many people have seen, and the way they are taught as literature in schools. It is 
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common for these texts to be re-framed by theatre producers in unexpected ways. For 

example, the style which is thought of as Chekhovian was really created by Stanislavski, to 

Chekhov's displeasure: "I have written vaudevilles and Stanislavski has put sentimental 

dramas on the stage.I 0,, There is a large difference between simple re-framing ( for example, 

Baz Luhrman's Romeo + Juliet ) and a confrontation with a classic text that makes it 

absolutely relevant to the time and place in which the theatre occurs. In terms of post

colonial theory, this is labelled counter-canonical discourse - not only the re-framing of 

canonical texts, but doing so as to reflect on the values that such texts represent. Counter-

canonical discourse involves the recognition that the use of canonical texts is often a 

colonising tool. The response is the utilisation of these texts in different frames, in order to 

expose this process. Any re-positioning of the text is not simply to make such texts more 

accessible to a modern audience, but also re-motivate them, so that old text speaks for 

contemporary issues. 

An example of this confrontation is Jerzy Grotowski's production of Akropolis. 

Wyspianski's play is set in Cracow cathedral, on the night of the Resurrection. In it, the 

historical figures portrayed in tapestry and statue form come alive, to replay scenes of 

· Western history and culture. Grotowski represents his aim as being similar to that of the 

playwright, to present a: 

"panoramic view of Mediterranean culture whose main currents are 
represented in this Polish Akropolis." To judge the values of civilisation against 
"the touchstone of contemporary experience" 11. 

However, Grotowski's world view, and that of his audience was vastly different from 

that of Wyspianski. After the Second World War, the world was going through a major 

reanalysis of the nature of humanity and human civilisation. Grotowski'sAkropolis is set in a 

different "cemetery of the tribes" - a Polish concentration camp in the World War. Grotowski 

is in touch with where and when he is working. The use of Wyspianski's text underlines a 

10 Anton Chekhov thus quoted in Towards a Poor Theatre at page 56 
11 Grotowski, 62. 
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recognition that history will never look the same, and that humanity will never think of itself 

the same in the aftermath of such events. Grotowski performedAkropolis in Opole, Poland 

in the early sixties, less than two decades after the end of World War Two. The audience was 

a society under Soviet control, and within living memory the nation had been occupied by the 

Nazis. Spectators represented those both victimised by and perhaps complicit in the Nazi 

regime. This duality was also reflected in the play: "In a maudlin intimacy, murderer and 

victim appear as twins" 12 In such circumstances, the play became, as Grotowski points out, 

"a scalpel" to expose the individual actors and the audience. Through it, Grotowski examined, 

as Wyspianski did , what it meant to be human. This underlined the failure of l)istorically 

established values to cope with modem history, suggesting that old moral and ethical codes 

need be re-examined in the light of more recent occurrences. Grotowski's Poland was a 

country with a history of nearly constant colonisation. By "meeting" the text in this way, he 

managed to create a theatre that could, none the less, speak profoundly to his audience. 

The performance of theatre is both spontaneous and prepared. It is rehearsed, and 

thus complete, but also instant, alive, and organic in the moment. The act of rehearsal may 

be divided into two. It is both an act of reading, on the part of director and actors, and a re

positioning of the read text into the theatrical frame . A potential difficulty within the 

structuring of theatre is the fact that many (if not, most) theatrical productions are created (by 

producer, director and/or actors) from a pre-conceived text. The author of this initial text 

structures around the implied reader. The "gaps" are left in the text, as empty spaces from 

which the reader infers meanings, piecing together the whole. The "gaps" are filled by the 

readers, and the .theatrical event is then structured. It is vital that in this act of re-structuring 

that the producer of theatre creates a new structure that has its own gaps, its own meeting 

places with its audience. The text must be re-opened, to make it again complete, and open it 

to its new audience, in its new theatrical form. The history of twentieth century theatre 

12 Grotowski, page 63 . 
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reflects the exploration of a number of strategies directed towards openmg up the 

performance text so as to involve the audience. 

How might one view naturalism in such circumstances? Although in the early part of 

this century, naturalism was reasonably radical and different, it has long since become the 

norm, especially in film and te levision . Too often, naturalism is badly performed. Because 

of this it creates a world in which its audience is completely at home. It recreates a world 

(and a world-view) which is unremarkable. It seems truthful, but it isn't. Where naturalism 

occasionally works is when it shows another perspective of the world, which shocks the 

audience in its perceptivity and clarity, inducing a fresh look at the world around them. But 

usually, stylistically speaking, the audience is in for no surprises. There are few gaps. No 

cognitive leaps need be made, and not necessarily any great need to think or judge. 

Naturalism's potential for reaching its audience, and changing their expectation lies in its 

ability to present the world so clearly that the audience sees something about human nature 

that is shocking in its clarity. The story, and fate of the characters - the content of the play -

serve to create the gaps that involve the audience in the story. Further spaces are provided in 

the division of the play into scenes and acts. This division often reflects passage of time in 

the lives of the characters, which again requires the audience to shift their perspective. Such 

temporal gaps are equivalent to the division of a novel into chapters and parts. This is, 

however, a very gentle process of insertion, which lends naturalism the aura of escapist story

telling, both pleasurable, and deactivating. The spectators surrender their desire to take action 

in their daily lives, because they surrender in empathy to the figures in the play, and these 

characters take action. In order to really transcend expectation, a decision must be made to 

create a forceful theatre that demands more of its audience. 

Brechtian theatre provides perhaps the most complete example of theatre that is 

structured with constant perspective shifts, in order to break through the audience's horizon 

of expectation. Brecht wanted to shake German theatre out of its complacence, and he 
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achieved this through a number of devices, nearly all of which are designed to lessen the 

likelihood of audience passivity. Brecht does this through making obvious the illusory and 

perceptual nature of theatre. He makes blatant the fact that theatre is an act of perception. 

Brecht shows people the spy-glasses through which they view the world. The act of ideation 

in Brechtian theatre is constantly interrupted by alienation - the creation of distance between 

spectator and play. The motivation behind alienation is so as to give the spectator distance 

through which to retain critical perspective. Brecht thus appeals to the intelligence of his 

audience, rather than their emotions. Brecht utilised theatrical devices that challenged the 

aesthetic expectations of audiences accustomed to culinary theatre. He does away with the 

pretence that the stage exhibits real life, and instead makes visible the apparatus of theatrical 

performance. Because of this, his entire theatrical structure is designed to refuse the audience 

the possibility of empathy with the characters, and thus, easy entry into the performance. 

"The efforts in question were directed to playing in such a way that the audience was 

hindered from simply identifying itself with the characters in the play."13 This alienation 

allows distance, which allows "the terror of recognition." Why is this recognition so 

terrifying? Because it allows critical analysis of the situation, of the society in which it 

occurs, and thenceforth, the spectators themselves, as part of that society. Denied 

identification with the protagonist, and the cathartic peripeteia of tragedy, the audience ts 

instead faced with (and left with) themselves. 

A common misconception about Brechtian performance is that empathy is entirely 

discarded. This is not precisely true. Brecht uses empathy, but it is empathy with the person 

of the actor, rather than the fictional character. "The audience identifies itself with the actor as 

being an observer, and accordingly develops his attitude of observing or looking on.14" The 

action is historicised. It is very obviously a representation of fictional or historic events -

there is no illusion of a reality occurring on stage at the same moment. For his theatre, Brecht 

13Brecht, page 91. 
14 Brecht, page 93. 
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demanded a specific acting style. The performer shows the character. This treats the 

audience as on an equal basis with the performers. Actors are not magicians, or possessed of 

some secret knowledge, but investigating the events along with those who are watching. This 

investigative approach includes speaking out directly to people in the audience, thus breaking 

down the illusion of the fourth wall. This is challenging to the audiencelS and also to the 

actors involved, because the safety guard of character is inserted between audience and 

spectator only intermittently, and even then, the actor observes him- or herself. 

Brecht deliberately manipulates perspectives by providing multiple viewpoints in the 

form of characters, who express their point of view to the audience; the audience must choose 

between them. Often these characters are played by the same actor. Brecht likens this mode 

of performance to a man re-enacting a scene he has seen in the street (for example, a car 

crash), by imitating the people involved, and mimicking their interaction. This is another tool 

with which to hinder empathy with any specific character; which also allows the events to be 

placed in a historical context. It is a strategy that makes obvious the fact that different 

perspectives may be present in a similar act of perception. Again, it shows the audience their 

own spy-glasses. Brecht provides a performance of diffuse theatrical parts which deliberately 

clash together, constantly destabilising the spectator 's expectations, by moving unexpectedly. 

The spectator is not swallowed by the performance, but asked ( or made) to judge for him- or 

her-self the themes and stories being told. Much post-colonial theatre theory, whether 

consciously or not, follows many of Brecht's tenets for theatre. The multiplicity of possible 

perspectives resists a humanist, normalising approach to theatre. Because of its dedication to 

alienation and the provocation of critical thought, it is an excellent vessel of political theatre, 

and holds great potential for the initiating of didactic and dialectic discussion. It casts the 

15 At the dress rehearsal one production of Mother Courage, the actors, perhaps a little unnerved by a 
herd of students, steadfastly addressed their (obviously well rehearsed) lines and songs 
outwards to certain places in the audience. Unfortunately, these previously-nominated seats 
were empty; nevertheless, the actors talked provokingly to the nominated chairs- an illusion of 
communication. Arguably, this is not what Brecht was after. 
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audience as members of a discussion, as individuals, and deals with issues that directly affect 

them. 

Structurally, Brecht's theatre can be seen as a constantly shifting montage of 

perspectives, which demands the spectator enter into the performance as a thinking, critical 

individual. The horizon of expectations is completely disrupted, and thus the political point is 

brought home. Because of his refusal to utilise the illusion of theatre, I would regard Brecht's 

theatre, like Grotowski's, as valuing authentic experience, and thus making a large demand 

on the audience. Brecht refuses to utilise the illusory qualities of theatre. He remains 

truthful about the nature of the theatrical performance, and thus engage the spectators as 

critical individuals. Grotowski uses the illusive qualities of theatre to engage the actor in an 

act of self-revelation (the text as scalpel) - in order for the actor to lose the illusions of 

everyday life, and thus inspire the spectator to do the same. 

Grotowski bases a whole structure of theatre on acts of psychic nakedness. His Poor 

Theatre, searching as it was for the essence of the theatrical event sought to challenge its 

audience (stretch their horizons) through total confrontation. The actor is asked to make a 

total gift of himself, in an act of purity and excess. Grotowski demands much of his 

audience, more of his actors, and perhaps the most from theatre itself: 

"It is capable of challenging itself and its audience by violating 
accepted stereotypes of vision, feeling ad judgment- more jarring because it is 
imaged in the human organism's breath, body, and inner impulses, This 
defiance of taboo, this transgression, provides the shock which rips off the mask, 
enabling us to give ourselves nakedly to something which is impossible to define 
but which contains Eros and Caritas." 16 

Structurally, this suggests the stretching of an audience's horizon of expectation by 

totally ripping it apart. This "secular holiness" is achieved when the body of the actor is 

"annihilated" - that is, when their body is so well trained that it no longer provides any blocks 

to the expression of the actors impulse. The body is driven to excess, and through this 

excess, the deepest personality of the actor is revealed. This functions as a gift - and a 

16 Grotowski, page 22. 
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challenge- to the audience, to reach beyond themselves, to tear away their own masks, to 

communicate purely and honestly. The actor is placed in a position of difference to the 

spectator. The actor is moving towards a sort of secular enlightenment. The spectator is 

expected to be incited by the actor's example to undertake a similar journey. The ideal is of 

total, unbarred communication between actor and spectator. As I have stated previously, 

Grotowski gave away the theatre, when, despite increasing theatrical success, he failed to find 

this communication eventuating in productions wherein he was the director. Perhaps his role 

as director prohibited the actors being able to interact with him in a spontaneous way, aware 

that any and all their feelings, emotions and desires were in fact material for performance. In 

The Presentation of Self in Every-Day Lifel 7, Erving Goffman likens every-day life to the 

performance of a number of theatrical roles, with individuals both consciously and 

unconsciously assuming the role most suitable to the occasion, and interacting accordingly. 

The potential that Grotowski saw in theatre was the thrusting aside of such roles, in the 

pursuit of authentic communication. When theatre did not deliver, Grotowski pursued a 

number of avenues, including the Theatre of Sources, and para-theatrical exercises, leaving 

the theatrical separation of spectator and actor behind. He headed for the woods, reaching 

back into the Dionysiac festivals, where everyone is a spect-actor. Grotowski's Laboratory 

Theatre work is open to challenge now, because through post-modernism there begin to be 

very much more complex notions of "self'. The idea that there is some essential self at the 

centre of the onion-layers of social mask is more open to doubt. I would consider, however, 

that Grotowski's theories are not invalidated by the possibility that there is no essential self. 

At any moment in a Grotowskian performance, the performer may show aspects of his or her 

inner private self (that which is hidden from the world). This theatre is useful in overcoming 

readings of the body as passive object, as it is pushed to excess and the point of 

"annihilation". Because the actors show themselves so purely (at least in the ideal), the 

audience is forced to acknowledge the actors as people, and as such, hear their voice. 

17 U.S.A : Anchor Books, 1959. 
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Utilising many of Grotowski ' s tenets, Richard Schechner introduced the term 

"Environmental Theatre" - theatre which utilises" ... the fullness of space, the endless ways 

space can be transformed, articulated, animated." 18 Environmental theatre uses all the living 

spaces of the theatre - there are no places which are exempt from performance. In Dionysus 

in '69 performed by The Performance Group, and directed by Schechner, the performance 

took place in a large converted garage in New York. Spectators were introduced one by one 

into the space, filled with mats and large skeletal scaffolding structures. The spectators were 

able to sit anywhere within the space - at any time during the performance they could literally 

change their point of view by moving to another position. At specified times, the audience 

were invited to participate in the rituals of the performance (the play-text being an updated 

version of Euripides' Bacchae). The audience became complicit in the action of the play. 

For example, when Pentheus dances naked on the stage, the chorus of women walked, 

crawled and crept through the audience asking "Will you help us kill him in ten minutes?" 

Environmental Theatre 19 creates a literal physical space which is shared with the 

spectators and actors. Whereas Iser argues that the work of art takes place in a virtual space 

between reader and wr,iter, in this sort of theatre the virtual is made concrete. The 

Performance Garage became the site of meeting between the actors and watchers. 

Environmental Theatre is therefore potentially extremely confronting. However, it is in many 

ways liberating for the audience: they are not only able but encouraged to take action, so as to 

physically become part of the play. 

This creation of shared theatrical space allows the audience to become involved with 

the performance in a literal way. Perhaps the aim of post-colonial theatre encompasses just 

such the creation of theatrical space. This is a forum for dialogue - the spectator is able to 

18 Schechner, page I.. 
19 Most details about Environmental Theatre, and about Performance Group productions, including 

Dionysus in '69, Makbeth, and Commune, are available in Environmental Theatre. Other 
descriptions appear in Performance Theory, by Richard Schechner. Details and script of 
Dionysus in '69 are in the book of that name, by The Performance Group, and edited by 
Schechner. This appeared in 1970. (New York: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux). 
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change his or her perspective of the theatrical event at his or her own will. The movement of 

the actors through the space also creates a multiplicity of voices. At times this results in 

individual dialogues between actors and spectators. Emphasis on space locates the theatre in 

a physical location - a place. Along with the physical presence of the audience in the act of 

creation, this grounds the performance in the society for which it is performed. It is difficult 

to objectify an actor if he is sitting in your lap. Imagine the difference of Robinson's 

response, had he been able to join in the savage dance. 

This literal physical presentation of the theatrical dialogue has some short-comings. 

Rather than the performance creating a special place of communication outside of the daily, 

the performance becomes "real" - the lines between performance and daily life blur. The 

problem is that such community isn't real, but illusive. Structurally, Environmental theatre is 

therefore problematic. From one point of view, the structure is wide open - the gaps are 

literal - the spectator is invited to find his or her own perspectives, and even step into the 

performance. Because the audience becomes so entangled in the performance, spectators are 

in the position of observing each other - and being themselves exposed. However, 

participation is a difficult area in theatre, because it stretches the definition of theatre. 

Theatre is rehearsed and performed - the rehearsed score is the basis for the live performance. 

The more strictly a play demands adherence to a score, the less an audience will be able to 

physically participate, without damaging the score and causing the performance to halt. It is 

almost impossible to allow free action within participation; rather, the spectator/participants 

are guided through the performance, and allowed into the performance at certain places. This 

needs to be rigidly structured - most outcomes need to be planned for if the performance is to 

retain its forward movement. 

The illusion of freedom is often disappointing, because the inherent structure of the 

performance text must remain. The alternative is disorganised happenings, like the Living 
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Theatre's notorious Paradise Now, which often disintegrated into utter chaos. Although as 

anarchists, this was at least a partly desired outcome, the event of performance, and the 

publicity surrounding it, overshadowed the actual event. A huge horizon of expectation was 

created, and attention shifted from the message and even the effect of the performance. It 

seems as though many people ended up going to see the Living Theatre to get naked and 

smoke dope. True community? Perhaps. Maybe a community which emerges from a 

theatrical event ceases to be about theatre. If I think of theatre as having certain roles within 

the community that it serves, then by creating a community, or commune, theatre changes 

into not-theatre. In this instance, perhaps theatre need not be a thing apart, a "special" place. 

Society itself becomes special. Life is special. Personally, I'd view this with suspicion, and 

suspect that if every community needs a theatre, then so does a community sprung from a 

theatre. And what happens after the show is over? The performance ends, and the sensation 

fades, and the audience has to go home. There is a paradox here, in the illusion of a greater 

degree of participation than is actually possible. Because of this, the audience is perhaps less 

empowered in the performance than. for example, in Brechtian theatre, wherein the position 

of the audience is repeatedly underlined. 

The act of reception in the theatre occurs in a group. The audience is involved in a 

collective experience of the play in question. Allowing that a play changes from night to 

night for the performers, the experience of different audience groups must be different - the 

performance text is in constant flux. It is important to realise to what degree an audience is 

present in the construction of the text, because that influence will alter from night to night. If 

one is to create theatre that is open, structured to entice and provoke its audience, the transient 

nature of the performer/spectator relationship needs to be acknowledged. Theatre, although 

rehearsed, will be different each time, and although it is important to structure the 

performance to incorporate the audience it is also extremely necessary to retain a quality of 
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openness m dealing with the audience, because of the unpredictability that this lends to 

performance. 

Just as it is absolutely essential to recognise where theatre is occurring, and structure 

it accordingly, it is possibly vital to maintain truthfulness within the illusion of theatre. This 

opens up the possibility for the beginnings of trust - the audience becomes clear on what role 

is required of it, and is therefore possibly more likely to give themselves over to the 

performance. If this occurs, there is the possibility of the creation of a temporary communal 

space, where communication can take place between people. Clearly, such theatres as 

Brecht's or Grotowski's demand a huge amount from the audience. It is a demand that they 

step outside their comfort zone and become in many ways as vulnerable as the performer. 

Without a doubt, for a spectator, who without a score are essentially naked, this is a really 

courageous action. It is up to the theatre maker to utilise all structural knowledge possible to 

the creation of theatre that allows the spectator to engage with the performance, and thus, 

stretch their horizons. 
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CONCLUSION 

Through everything filters the realisation that even though I want identify myself 

with Friday, and want to be appreciated in my savage individuality, the role of actor is a dual 

role, both Robinson and Friday, coloniser and colonised. This duality is difficult to reconcile. 

Theatre has the potential to be the site of a great power struggle between the audience and 

actor. Is the audience repressed by the theatre that so conservatively enforces the status quo? 

Or is the actor colonised by the gaze? In an ideal form, theatre should be able to move 

beyond the concept of a power struggle, and integrate the desires of both spectator and actor. 

This may involve a reaching back to the Dionysian, where there was no separation of actor 

and spectator. The answer may lie in Brechtian theatre, which is in many ways the reverse, 

emphasising the role of the actor as a presenter of informations to the spectator. Perhaps a 

Schechner-based model is still feasible, in which the theatrical space is physically created for 

the audience to explore and interact with at will. No matter how, this is arguably the ultimate 

aim for a post-colonial theatre; the creation of a space wherein societal power-structures are 

subverted because all parties are empowered. Reception theory lends hope to theatre chiefly 

in its positioning of the act of aesthetic reception between the writer and the reader, or the 

actor and the spectator. The involvement of the spectator within the text, whether 

emotionally, intellectually or physically, is absolutely vital. However, this requires a 

surrendering of control over the theatrical image on part of director and actors, and an 

acceptance of responsibility on behalf of the audience. Both these positions represent a move 

away from every-day control of self - perhaps moving towards the idyllic communication that 

Grotowski so fervently envisaged. For me, it means letting go of my inherent self- concern, 

which like Michael Parmenter, is perhaps ultimately concern for retaining the admiration and 

liking of the audience, the act of self-display (and gift of self) being contingent upon that 

likelihood. The actors have the difficult task of using the self as material, but releasing their 
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control over that material in order for the audience (and the actor) to benefit and begin to 

speak. 

.This is still a dream of theatre. Moving towards such a blatantly idealistic form of 

theatre is a long process. In some respects it requires a shifting of perspectives for 

performers as well as spectators. Audience expectation is a phenomenal force to work 

against in producing theatre. It is much more appropriate to work with expectations, and 

expand them over time. I feel that theatre must give up any desire to change the world in 

dramatic and brilliant ways, ( or rather, I myself, in the theatre, need to give up these desires), 

and work slowly but surely towards community with an audience whose trust is increased 

over time. This would be a learning process for actors and audience. The act of performing 

may then stretch the actors' horizons. I have visions of a creativity that spirals upwards. 

The theatre theories that seem most structurally appealing are those which most 

challenge the audience, and demand their response, whether favourable or not. I have seen 

t\vo pieces of theatre this year that have been challenging and/or confronting to watch, and 

these are the performances that I have most enjoyed. The best production that I have seen this 

year was a production of Claudel's The Exchange, by a Wellington collective called Under 

Lily's Balcony, performed at Downstage in May. This breaks a lot of the rules that I have 

been setting for a post-colonial theatre, in that it is a classic French play, by a largely foreign 

collective, working in New Zealand. The style of this production was avant-garde and in 

many ways incomprehensible - accessibility was difficult, and audibility not always present. 

The cast of four, including France Herve and Stephen Bain, who translated and co-directed 

the performance, were entirely committed and vocally and physically excellent (audibility 

problems arising from the strong accents of a couple of the cast). The overall meanings of 

the play were sometimes a little muddled, but this was an inspiring piece of theatre. The 

reason that it inspired me was simply that it was so imaginative, and packed full of ideas. It 

was physically demanding and visually beautiful. The directors had met the text and made it 
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dance. The overall youth of the collective also encouraged me - without funding, they had 

chosen their play, translated it, obviously workshopped it extensively, and performed it 

stunningly, at one of Wellington's major venue .. This theatre encouraged me because it was 

new, and filled with the desire to create, not reproduce. For me, as an actor in the audience, 

this was an inspiring piece of theatre, because it thus gave me inspiration to create, too . 

Another performance of a very different nature was Kia lvfaumahara performed by 

inmates of Christchurch Women's Prison, directed by Jim Moriarty. This was a performance 

of the women's own stories, which managed to blast many of my own preconceptions about 

the entire judicial system. Before the performance, I was curious about the performance in 

quite a nosy way - I wanted to see what murderers looked like. Surprisingly enough, they 

ere just like me. The performance was by no means completely excellent from theatrical 

:rformance standards - as a piece of community theatre, it was at times extremely rough 

around the edges. What was interesting about this though, was not only the extent to which 

this performance confounded my expectations, but the extent to which it had ostensibly 

changed the lives of the women performing. The position of the audience was just a little 

uncomfortable. To an extent, we had come to see the prisoners performing their drama piece, 

in what was maybe quite a condescending (and voyeuristic) way. As a drama student, I found 

that the parameters by which I would usually judge a performance were completely 

confounded. It was one of the most impressive pieces of theatre I have seen. It had first of 

all created an obviously strong communication between the group members, and it changed 

the way that many of the audience, including myself, will look at the prison system forever. 

Kia Maumahara and The Exchange were completely different performances in 

almost every way. Nonetheless, both these performances were made as if they really mattered 

to the people involved, and that thus, it mattered that they communicate to the audience. As 

such, both did communicate, and were both, in different ways, conducive to change. 
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The question whether horizons of expectations can ever be overcome remains 

unsolvable. In Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, the paradigm of our society, Friday remains in 

many ways a figment of Robinson's perception. Maybe the Other can never be seen. In my 

experience, the difficulties of presenting theatre that attempts change are utterly insuperable if 

the motivation for discovery (both of the text, and oneself) are absent in the actor and 

directors. Reaching out towards an audience that sits behind a wall of expectations - many 

of which I share - is an enormous reach indeed. Perhaps in the end it is the act of reaching 

that is important to an actor - the determination to try and touch an audience - even if in the 

end this proves impossible. If theatre is to be created, in the end, the large possibility that 

expectations can not be overcome must be ignored. There have been so many theorists and 

practitioners this century who have battled all sorts of hardship to create theatre for their 

audiences. Clearly, it is a very popular urge. These theorists and practitioners all sought to 

create theatre that would speak to the audiences of their own society, of their own time and 

place - Berlin, or Poland, or New York or wherever. The tools that they leave, in form of 

written plays, and theatre theory, is useful only insofar as there are people to keep giving 

them practical manifestations. Perhaps none of them are exactly suitable for the New 

Zealand situation. Perhaps trying to perform Brechtian theatre in New Zealand is as 

potentially colonising as Gilbert and Sullivan musicals. But recognising where we are, we 

can use these starting places in the search for our own theatre, that will express to New 

Zealanders, and be understood. In the end, there is little to say that theatre is necessary to 

society. That is a basis for belief, not hard academic fact. The thought of never performing 

again, or never having the chance to see theatre again is really depressing. The thought that 

New Zealand will remain in this bizarre position where, just below the conscious, the 

Northern Hemisphere remains home, is also depressing. In the one lies a solution for the other 

. The potential to challenge perceptions, and provoke discourse, to live together, not just in 

the same place. 



"Friday, what are you doing? " 
"I'm dancing. Come and join me . . . " 

78 
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