richard schechner performance studies an
introduction

richard schechner performance studies an introduction serves as a foundational exploration
into one of the most influential figures and fields in contemporary theater and cultural scholarship.
This article delves into Richard Schechner’s pioneering contributions to performance studies,
highlighting his theoretical frameworks, interdisciplinary approach, and impact on both academic
and theatrical practices. Performance studies, as introduced and shaped by Schechner, extends
beyond traditional theater to encompass rituals, everyday performances, and cultural expressions.
By examining his key concepts, methodologies, and legacy, this introduction provides a
comprehensive understanding of how Schechner transformed the study of performance into a
robust, dynamic discipline. The following sections will guide readers through the origins of
performance studies, Schechner’s theoretical contributions, his interdisciplinary methods, and the
ongoing relevance of his work.

e Origins and Development of Performance Studies
e Richard Schechner’s Theoretical Contributions
e Interdisciplinary Approaches in Performance Studies

e Impact and Legacy of Richard Schechner

Origins and Development of Performance Studies

The field of performance studies emerged in the latter half of the 20th century as an innovative area
of academic inquiry that challenges traditional boundaries between theater, anthropology, cultural
studies, and sociology. Richard Schechner is widely recognized as a foundational figure in this
development, advocating for a broader understanding of performance that includes not only staged
theatrical events but also everyday social behaviors and rituals. Performance studies seek to analyze
the ways humans enact identity, culture, and social norms through performance in various contexts.

Historical Context

Performance studies developed during a time of intellectual exploration in the 1960s and 1970s,
when scholars sought to move beyond conventional literary and theatrical analysis. Influenced by
anthropology, semiotics, and cultural theory, this emergent discipline aimed to explore performance
as a universal mode of communication and expression. Schechner’s work was instrumental in
establishing performance studies as a distinct academic field by integrating these diverse
perspectives.



Defining Performance

According to Schechner, performance encompasses any behavior that is framed, rehearsed, and
presented with an awareness of an audience. This broad definition includes theatrical plays, rituals,
social interactions, and even sports or political demonstrations. His conceptualization opened up
new avenues for research and expanded the scope of what could be studied under performance
studies.

Richard Schechner’s Theoretical Contributions

Richard Schechner’s theoretical work has profoundly shaped the study and practice of performance.
His innovative frameworks challenge conventional notions of art and culture, emphasizing the
fluidity and multiplicity of performance forms. Schechner’s theories address the dynamics between
performer and audience, the role of space and time, and the cultural contexts that influence
performance practices.

Restoration and Ritual

One of Schechner’s key theoretical contributions is the concept of “restored behavior,” which refers
to behaviors that are consciously performed and repeated across time and context. He argues that
all performances are restorations of prior actions, modified and re-contextualized by the performer.
This concept bridges theater with ritual studies by highlighting the performative nature of cultural
traditions and ceremonies.

Performance as a Frame

Schechner introduced the idea of “performance as a frame,” wherein certain actions are set apart
from ordinary life by intention and context, creating a space for meaning-making and
transformation. This framework allows scholars to analyze how performances generate cultural
significance and affect social realities. It also underscores the importance of audience engagement
and the interactive nature of performance events.

Interdisciplinary Approaches in Performance Studies

One of the hallmarks of Richard Schechner’s approach is its interdisciplinary nature, drawing from
various academic fields to enrich the understanding of performance. This integration has allowed
performance studies to transcend traditional disciplinary boundaries and become a dynamic field
that examines human behavior in multifaceted ways.

Anthropology and Ethnography

Schechner’s work incorporates anthropological methods, particularly ethnography, to study
performance in cultural and social contexts. By observing rituals, festivals, and communal
performances, performance studies provide insights into the cultural values and social structures of



different communities. This anthropological lens expands the scope of analysis beyond Western
theater traditions.

Theater and Drama

While performance studies broaden the definition of performance, Schechner’s background in
theater informs much of his methodology. His practical experience as a director and theater
practitioner enriches his theoretical work, emphasizing the embodied, spatial, and temporal aspects
of performance. This connection strengthens the dialogue between academic research and theatrical
practice.

Other Disciplines

Performance studies also intersect with sociology, psychology, communication studies, and cultural
studies, among others. This multidisciplinary approach fosters a holistic examination of how
performances shape identity, power relations, and social change. Schechner’s vision encourages
scholars to utilize diverse tools and perspectives to capture the complexity of performance
phenomena.

e Anthropological fieldwork and ethnographic observation
¢ Theatrical direction and production techniques

e Semiotic and linguistic analysis

e Cultural and critical theory

e Social and political theory

Impact and Legacy of Richard Schechner

Richard Schechner’s influence extends across academia, theater, and cultural studies. His work has
established performance studies as a vital interdisciplinary field, inspiring generations of scholars
and practitioners to explore the multifaceted nature of human performance. Schechner’s legacy is
evident in the widespread adoption of his concepts and methodologies in diverse contexts.

Academic Institutions and Programs

Schechner co-founded the Performance Studies Department at New York University, one of the first
of its kind, which continues to be a leading center for performance research. His efforts have helped
institutionalize performance studies worldwide, fostering academic programs that train students to
analyze and create performance across cultural and disciplinary boundaries.



Influence on Contemporary Theater

Beyond academia, Schechner’s ideas have influenced contemporary theater practices by
encouraging experimental approaches and the integration of ritual and cultural performance. His
emphasis on process, participation, and the transformative potential of performance resonates with
avant-garde and community-based theater movements.

Continuing Relevance

The ongoing relevance of Richard Schechner’s work is reflected in its application to new media,
digital performances, and global cultural exchanges. His frameworks enable critical examination of
how performance operates in a rapidly changing world, addressing issues of identity, politics, and
technology. As performance studies evolve, Schechner’s foundational contributions remain central to
its theoretical and practical development.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Richard Schechner and what is his contribution to
performance studies?

Richard Schechner is a pioneering scholar and practitioner in the field of performance studies,
known for his interdisciplinary approach that combines theater, anthropology, and cultural studies.
He has significantly contributed to defining and expanding the scope of performance beyond
traditional theater.

What is the main focus of Richard Schechner's book
'"Performance Studies: An Introduction'?

The book focuses on introducing the concepts, theories, and methodologies of performance studies,
exploring performance as a broad cultural practice that includes theater, rituals, everyday life, and
social performances.

How does Schechner define performance in his introduction to
performance studies?

Schechner defines performance as a broad category that includes not only theatrical events but also
rituals, play, sports, and everyday actions that are performed with intention and meaning within
cultural contexts.

What are some key themes covered in 'Performance Studies:
An Introduction'?

Key themes include the nature and definition of performance, the relationship between performer
and audience, cultural contexts of performance, ritual and play, interdisciplinary approaches, and



the analysis of various performance forms across cultures.

How has Richard Schechner influenced contemporary theater
and performance practice?

Schechner has influenced contemporary theater by advocating for experimental and environmental
theater, emphasizing the role of audience participation, and promoting the study of performance as
a social and cultural phenomenon beyond the stage.

What methodologies does Schechner propose for studying
performance?

Schechner proposes interdisciplinary methodologies including ethnography, participant observation,
critical theory, and practice-based research, encouraging scholars to engage with performance both
as observers and participants.

In what ways does 'Performance Studies: An Introduction'
address cultural diversity in performance?

The book highlights the importance of understanding performance in diverse cultural contexts,
examining non-Western rituals, indigenous performances, and cross-cultural exchanges to
demonstrate the global relevance of performance studies.

How does Schechner's work challenge traditional boundaries
between art and everyday life?

Schechner challenges traditional boundaries by asserting that performance occurs in everyday life
and social interactions, not just in formal art settings, thus expanding the field to include a wide
range of human behaviors as performative acts.

Why is 'Performance Studies: An Introduction' considered
essential reading for students in the field?

It is considered essential because it provides a comprehensive overview of the theories, history, and
practices of performance studies, equipping students with the critical tools and interdisciplinary
perspectives necessary to analyze and engage with performance in various forms.

Additional Resources

1. Performance Studies: An Introduction by Richard Schechner

This foundational text by Richard Schechner offers a comprehensive overview of performance
studies, blending theory and practice. It explores performance in a wide array of contexts, from
theater and ritual to everyday life. Schechner’s interdisciplinary approach encourages readers to
consider performance as a broad cultural phenomenon.

2. Between Theater and Anthropology by Richard Schechner



In this book, Schechner examines the intersections between theater and anthropology, highlighting
how performance functions in various cultures. The work delves into ritual, play, and social drama,
providing insights into the performative aspects of human behavior. It is essential for understanding
performance studies’ ethnographic dimensions.

3. Performance Theory by Richard Schechner

This text outlines key concepts and frameworks for analyzing performance, drawing from diverse
disciplines such as psychology, sociology, and semiotics. Schechner discusses the transformative
power of performance and its role in society. The book serves as a critical theoretical companion to
practical performance studies.

4. The Future of Ritual: Writings on Culture and Performance by Richard Schechner

Schechner explores the evolving nature of ritual and its relationship to performance art and social
practices. The collection of essays addresses how rituals adapt and persist in contemporary culture.
It is a valuable resource for those interested in the dynamic interplay between tradition and
innovation in performance.

5. Performance Studies: Key Concepts by Bryan Reynolds

This book provides an accessible introduction to key ideas and terms in performance studies,
complementing Schechner’s foundational texts. Reynolds covers topics such as embodiment,
identity, and space, making complex theories approachable for students. It is often used alongside
Schechner’s works in academic settings.

6. The Politics of Performance: Radical Theatre as Cultural Intervention by Baz Kershaw

Kershaw investigates how performance can act as a form of political activism and cultural critique.
His analysis resonates with Schechner’s interest in the societal impact of performance. The book is
important for understanding performance’s role beyond entertainment, as a tool for social change.

7. Drama and Social Theory: Theory, Practice and Performance by Jill Dolan

This book connects performance studies with social theory to explore how drama reflects and
influences social realities. Dolan’s work complements Schechner’s by emphasizing the political and
cultural dimensions of performance. It is a significant contribution to interdisciplinary performance
scholarship.

8. Performance Research: A Journal of the Performing Arts

This peer-reviewed journal publishes cutting-edge research in performance studies, often engaging
with themes and methodologies pioneered by Schechner. It includes essays, interviews, and
practice-based research, making it a vital resource for ongoing scholarship in the field. Readers can
find contemporary debates and innovations here.

9. Performance Studies: The Broad Spectrum by Patrice Pavis

Pavis offers a panoramic view of performance studies, addressing theatrical performance, cultural
rituals, and media performances. His work complements Schechner’s by providing additional
theoretical perspectives and international case studies. The book is useful for those seeking a global
understanding of performance phenomena.
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