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Routledge Advances in
Theatre and Performance
The exploration of failure within performance art
has moved beyond a simple acknowledgment of
missteps; it's become a rich field of study,
questioning the very nature of success and the
aesthetics of imperfection. This article delves into
the fascinating intersection of performance theatre
and the poetics of failure, as explored in the
context of relevant Routledge Advances in Theatre
and Performance publications. We will examine how
these works redefine our understanding of theatrical
production, challenging traditional notions of
flawless execution and embracing the creative
potential inherent in the unexpected. Key concepts
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we will explore include *performance failure*,
*experimental theatre*, *process-oriented
performance*, *devised theatre*, and *audience
engagement*.

Understanding the Poetics of
Failure in Performance
The traditional theatrical paradigm often
prioritizes seamless execution and flawless
delivery. However, the burgeoning field of
performance studies has increasingly recognized the
artistic value of embracing imperfections and even
planned failures. The "poetics of failure," as
explored within the Routledge Advances in Theatre
and Performance series, reframes missteps not as
errors to be avoided, but as integral components of
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the performance itself. This shift in perspective
allows for a deeper understanding of the creative
process, the relationship between performer and
audience, and the very definition of theatrical
success.

The Routledge books within this series often
showcase artists who actively incorporate elements
of unpredictability, improvisation, and even
deliberate failure into their work. These works
examine how these instances become opportunities for
creative exploration and profound audience
engagement. Consider, for example, performances
where technology malfunctions mid-show, forcing the
performers to improvise and engage with the
unexpected. The resulting performance, although
unplanned, might resonate more deeply with the
audience due to its authenticity and vulnerability.



Performance Theatre And The Poetics Of Failure Routledge
Advances In Theatre And Perfo

Performance Theatre And The Poetics Of Failure
Routledge Advances In Theatre And Perfo

5

These instances of "performance failure," redefined
through this lens, become powerful moments of
artistic expression.

Experimental Theatre and the
Embrace of Imperfection
Many performance pieces documented within the
Routledge Advances in Theatre and Performance series
fall under the umbrella of experimental theatre.
This genre often explicitly incorporates failure as
a central aesthetic strategy. The focus shifts from
a polished, predetermined outcome towards a process-
oriented approach, emphasizing the journey of
creation and the exploration of possibilities.

*Process-oriented performance*, as a significant
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element of this approach, prioritizes the creative
journey over a predetermined final product. The
emphasis is on the creative process itself, with the
performance becoming a site for experimentation,
improvisation, and the acceptance of unexpected
outcomes. This approach challenges traditional
notions of theatrical production and opens up
exciting new avenues for creative expression. The
resultant performances often emphasize the
vulnerability and authenticity of the performer,
creating a powerful connection with the audience.

Devised Theatre and the Collective
Embodiment of Failure
*Devised theatre*, a collaborative form of theatre
making, provides a fertile ground for exploring the
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poetics of failure. In devised work, the creative
process is often characterized by improvisation,
experimentation, and a willingness to embrace
mistakes. The collaborative nature of this
theatrical form means that "failure" is often a
shared experience, providing opportunities for the
ensemble to learn, adapt, and creatively respond to
unexpected obstacles. The collective embodiment of
failure can generate surprisingly powerful and
nuanced performances.

Audience Engagement and the
Unexpected
The relationship between the performer and audience
is fundamentally altered when failure is embraced.
The traditional power dynamic shifts when the
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performer acknowledges their vulnerability and
invites the audience to participate in the unfolding
event. The unexpected can create a sense of shared
experience, forging a stronger connection between
the performers and the audience. The audience is no
longer simply a passive observer but becomes an
active participant in the creative process. This
participatory aspect adds another layer of
complexity to the performance, highlighting the
collaborative and dynamic nature of theatre. Studies
within the Routledge series often highlight
successful examples where unplanned events
strengthened the overall theatrical experience.

Conclusion: Reframing Success and
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Failure in Performance
The Routledge Advances in Theatre and Performance
series offers a valuable contribution to the ongoing
conversation surrounding performance art. By
exploring the poetics of failure, these publications
broaden our understanding of theatrical aesthetics,
pushing the boundaries of conventional theatrical
practice. They demonstrate that embracing
imperfection can lead to surprisingly powerful and
meaningful performances, challenging the traditional
notions of success and failure within the performing
arts. The incorporation of planned or unplanned
failures becomes a powerful tool, enriching the
creative process and fostering a more genuine
connection with the audience. The future of
performance may well lie in this continued
exploration of the creative potential inherent in
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the unexpected.

FAQ
Q1: How does the concept of "poetics of failure"
differ from simply making mistakes in a performance?

A1: While mistakes are inherent in live performance,
the "poetics of failure" elevates them to an
artistic strategy. It's not about accidental errors
but rather about consciously incorporating elements
of unpredictability, improvisation, and even planned
failures into the performance. The artist actively
uses these moments to create meaning and engage the
audience in a unique way.

Q2: Are there specific techniques or methods for
incorporating planned failure into a performance?
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A2: Yes, there are many. One approach is to build in
moments of improvisation where the performers must
respond spontaneously to unexpected events. Another
is to include technical malfunctions (planned, of
course) which can force performers to adapt
creatively. Using unreliable or unpredictable props
or set pieces can also introduce an element of
surprise and the potential for things to go "wrong"
in a purposeful way. Devising work often inherently
incorporates this, as the collaborative process
often introduces unplanned elements.

Q3: How does the audience typically react to
performances that embrace failure?

A3: Audience reactions are varied but often
positive. The authenticity and vulnerability
displayed by performers who embrace failure can
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create a powerful connection with the audience. They
may feel a sense of shared experience, appreciating
the honesty and spontaneity of the performance. The
unexpected can create a more memorable and engaging
theatrical experience.

Q4: Can the poetics of failure be applied to all
types of performance?

A4: While the poetics of failure is particularly
relevant to experimental and devised theatre, its
principles can be adapted to various performance
styles. Even in more traditional forms,
acknowledging the potential for things to go wrong
and having strategies for dealing with it can
enhance a performance's authenticity and resilience.

Q5: What are some examples of performances that
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successfully utilize the poetics of failure?

A5: Many contemporary performance artists actively
incorporate the poetics of failure into their work.
Specific examples can be found within the Routledge
Advances in Theatre and Performance series, often
focusing on devised work and experimental
performances. It's important to research specific
performances within this series to uncover
particular examples.

Q6: How can the study of the poetics of failure
benefit theatre practitioners?

A6: Studying the poetics of failure can empower
theatre practitioners to be more flexible,
resourceful, and adaptable. It encourages
experimentation and creative problem-solving. It
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fosters a willingness to embrace risk and to view
"failure" not as a setback, but as a potential
springboard for innovation. It deepens the creative
process and enhances audience engagement by
fostering a more authentic and collaborative
relationship between performer and audience.

Q7: What are some of the limitations or potential
drawbacks of embracing failure in performance?

A7: One potential drawback is the risk of losing
control over the performance, leading to moments
that are confusing or even offensive to the
audience. Careful planning and preparation,
including contingency plans, are vital to mitigating
these risks. It is also important to be aware of the
audience's expectations and to gauge what level of
unpredictability they are likely to find engaging
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versus frustrating.

Q8: How does the work in the Routledge Advances in
Theatre and Performance series contribute to the
broader field of performance studies?

A8: The series makes significant contributions by
providing rigorous scholarly analyses of
performances that embrace failure. It expands the
theoretical understanding of performance aesthetics,
challenging traditional norms and offering new
perspectives on the relationship between performer,
audience, and the creative process. It further
establishes the concept of failure as a valid and
even powerful artistic strategy within the field of
performance studies.
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Performance Theatre and the
Poetics of Failure: Embracing the
Imperfect
Performance theatre, at its heart, is a hazardous
endeavor. It's a live, ephemeral event reliant on
the unstable balance of human bodies, emotions, and
intention. This inherent delicacy is often
overlooked in favor of a refined aesthetic, yet it
is precisely within this space of potential failure
that a unique and powerful poetics emerges. This
article delves into the concept of "performance
theatre and the poetics of failure," exploring its
significance within the broader context of Routledge
Advances in Theatre and Performance studies. We will
analyze how embracing imperfection can enhance the
artistic effect and create more significant
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theatrical experiences.

The traditional view of theatrical performance often
favors seamless execution and flawless delivery. A
stumble, a forgotten line, a awkward movement –
these are typically considered errors to be
eliminated at all costs. The tension on performers
to achieve perfection can be immense, leading to a
uninspired performance lacking genuine spontaneity.
However, a growing body of scholarship, reflected in
publications such as Routledge Advances in Theatre
and Performance, contests this notion. It argues
that the potential for failure is not something to
be feared, but rather a source of creative force and
truth.

The poetics of failure, in this context, doesn't
simply mean celebrating mistakes for their own sake.
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It involves understanding how the unexpected can
modify the performance, creating new significations
and engaging the audience in a more deep way.
Consider, for instance, the impact of a performer
breaking character, or a technical malfunction that
momentarily disrupts the narrative. These moments,
though initially perceived as negative, can expose
the constructed nature of the theatrical illusion,
prompting reflection on the link between performance
and reality. They can also produce a sense of shared
vulnerability between performers and audience,
fostering a deeper emotional connection.

This technique draws on various theoretical
frameworks. The work of Jacques Derrida, with its
emphasis on unraveling and the innate instability of
meaning, provides a valuable lens for understanding
how failures can undermine established theatrical
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conventions. Similarly, the concepts of performance
as process, as outlined by Richard Schechner,
highlight the value of embracing improvisation and
coincidence within the performance. These
theoretical perspectives guide the practical
applications of the poetics of failure, encouraging
performers to view "mistakes" as opportunities for
creative exploration and audience engagement.

Furthermore, the poetics of failure can be
powerfully employed to address culturally relevant
issues. By intentionally incorporating elements of
uncertainty into a performance, artists can
challenge notions of perfection and control,
reflecting the messiness of real life. A performance
that embraces failure can be a powerful commentary
on the fragility of human existence, the boundaries
of power structures, or the intrinsic
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unpredictability of the world.

Practically implementing the poetics of failure in
performance theatre requires a shift in mindset.
Performers need to be encouraged to embrace risk-
taking, to view improvisation as a valuable tool,
and to develop a forbearance for the unexpected.
Directors can promote this by creating rehearsal
environments that prioritize experimentation and
collaboration, rather than solely focusing on
flawless execution. Audience members, in turn, need
to be educated to appreciate the potential artistic
worth of imperfection, understanding that it can be
a vital component of a significant theatrical
experience.

In conclusion, the poetics of failure represents a
significant contribution to performance theatre
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scholarship. It challenges traditional notions of
perfection, suggesting that embracing imperfection
can lead to more genuine and compelling theatrical
experiences. By analyzing how failures can generate
new meanings and foster deeper emotional
connections, we gain a richer understanding of the
subtleties of performance and its potential for
social and artistic influence. The continued
exploration of this concept, within the framework of
publications like Routledge Advances in Theatre and
Performance, will undoubtedly enrich the field and
inspire new genres of theatrical creation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Isn't embracing failure just an excuse for
poor performance?
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A: No, embracing failure is not about being sloppy
or unprepared. It's about recognizing the potential
for creativity and deeper meaning within the
unexpected, and about creating a performance where
authenticity is valued over flawless execution.

2. Q: How can directors help actors embrace failure?

A: Directors can foster a supportive and
experimental rehearsal environment, encourage
improvisation, and focus on the process of creation
rather than just the finished product. They can also
help actors develop strategies for recovering from
unexpected events.

3. Q: How can audiences be educated to appreciate
the poetics of failure?

A: Program notes, post-show discussions, and pre-
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show introductions can help frame the performance
and explain the artistic intentions behind embracing
imperfection. Audience engagement activities can
also promote a deeper understanding and
appreciation.

4. Q: Does this approach work for all types of
theatre?

A: The poetics of failure can be applied to a wide
range of theatrical styles, though its
implementation will vary depending on the specific
aesthetic and artistic goals. It's especially
relevant in experimental or avant-garde productions.
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