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CHAPTER
CORMAC POWER
PERFORMING TO FAIL: PERSPECTIVES ON FAILURE IN PERFORMANCE AND PHILOSOPHY1 
The notion of “failure” in performance is currently an area of growing concern within the field and will be a key theme in the forthcoming PSi conference in 2009.2 Theatre ensembles such as Sheffield based Forced Entertainment and Goat Island of Chicago, create performances which seem premised on the notion that the act of performance is infiltrated by failure, or even that performance itself is the enactment of failure. Both Tim Etchells and Matthew Goulish, founder members of Forced Entertainment and Goat Island respectively, have pointed to the importance of failure or the consideration of failures, as a key way in which they generate work. Etchells and Goulish also happen to be the two directors of the Institute of Failure, an online project that “dedicates itself to the documentation, study, and theorisation of failure as it occurs in all aspects of human endeavour” (www.institute-of-failure.com). 

However, failure in the sense that I wish to develop the idea, is one of the most important and distinctive attributes of performance. I am exploring the possibility of failure as a positive value for performance work—or certain kinds of performance work. There are circumstances in which failure, used in the usual negative sense, is always recognisable. If the actor fluffs a line, drops a prop or neglects to die appropriately (or at all) during the sword fighting scene: we can all recognise here some tell-tale signs that a performance has “failed”. I wish to approach the concept of failure from a different perspective. “Failure,” in the sense that I will use the term, does not involve a value judgement as whether a performance has gone well or badly, and it is not directly about how competently or otherwise the performance has been executed or how favourable or otherwise the audience’s response may be. What I want to propose is that failure is integral to performance in general, but more specifically that some performance work is also concerned with its own failure, raising important questions about contemporary performance aesthetics and spectatorship.  

One of the obvious difficulties in theorising failure as a positive concept is that it is almost always used in negative contexts. Performances, like any other activity, are frequently evaluated in terms of success. But within the structure of performance, the possibility of failure, and in a sense the actuality of failing, seem integral to how performance is often defined and valued. It is often said that the possibility of failure, or of something going awry, is what gives a live performance its intensity and excitement. With live performance, a multitude of risk and uncertainty surrounds the event, from the possibility of mistakes or hecklers to more extreme cases where a performer is taken ill or even expires onstage (as most famously happened in the case of Molière). Even in the case where a performance is deemed excellent by all who see it and where no mistakes or mishaps occur, the possibility of failure surrounds and conditions the event and the way it is experienced. 

Failure can also be a source of creativity. Many performance ensembles employ games and improvisatory activities in the development of ideas which allow for the possibility of valuing a creative or interesting failure. Lin Hixon of Goat Island recalls a rehearsal activity in which members of the company were attempting to reproduce segments of movement from a recording of a Pina Bausch performance:

In 2000, I watched rehearsals for our performance It’s an Earthquake in My Heart. I was mesmerized by the failure of Bryan, Karen, Mark and Matthew to achieve the filmed version of Bausch’s choreography … I liked the idea that we would never get these movements right; that we were staging a failure. With the inability to succeed, we were given a stuttering. We were given fragility. We were given unstable possibilities. (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 156).

The kind of failure that Hixon refers to goes beyond the mere fact that the performers found it difficult, or near impossible, to reproduce the dancers’ moves with accuracy. Hixon’s example is also a comment on the failure of representation generally, particularly stage representation. While Goat Island performances are often overt explorations of failure in performance, there is a sense in which theatre could more generally be seen as “staging a failure.” The recognition of failure forms part of the semi-ritualistic exchange between actors and audience. In performances the world of the play may seem real in a certain sense to the audience, yet it is also totally out of reach. In one sense the world of Hamlet is right in front of the audience, the audience can see Hamlet strutting about a few yards in front of them. Yet as we all know, if a misguided audience member invades the stage and tries to cajole Hamlet to complete his deferred task, then that audience member will not find themselves in the play and the person they speak to will not be Hamlet. The distance between audience and stage world seems no more than the distance of one’s seat to the stage, when in reality that distance is absolute and unbridgeable. Performance is a little like the Ghost of Old Hamlet who haunts the play; the Ghost can be seen, Hamlet can even interact with it, but the Ghost, residing “twix heaven and earth” never becomes an object which Hamlet can examine and question at will – it remains temporarily visible but totally out of reach. There is a sense in which, at the end of even the most excellent performance, the audience are applauding a failure. The failure of that stage world to actualise and perpetuate itself, and the audience’s failure enter into and fully inhabit a world beyond their own. The applause is a register of an incomplete circuit.

Failure is central to the account of human subjectivity within the existential/phenomenological philosophical tradition, there are analogies to be drawn between the notion of performance as failure and the phenomenological account of human consciousness as perpetually attempting/failing to realise itself and its own possibilities. For Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a central theme in his writing concerns a fundamental discordance or failure at the heart of our being. Merleau-Ponty makes the fundamental proposition: “We are caught up in the world and we do not succeed in extricating ourselves from it in order to achieve consciousness of the world” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 5). Because we cannot take up a position outside the world, our subjectivity is a constant attempt to negotiate and orientate ourselves in a world within which we are already entangled. What we constantly strive for but lack is mastery: mastery and ownership of our thoughts, impressions and actions. In Merleau-Ponty’s non-dualist philosophy, the human subject is conceived of as being interwoven with the world.  To be able to act on and control an environment implies a prior separation from that environment, but Merleau-Ponty denies such separation exists in the first place; hence the “ever recurrent failure of perceptual consciousness” as it tries to present a world as the subject of our manipulation and control (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 240). Merleau-Ponty writes on how each perception involves projecting ourselves towards a future which is essentially ungraspable and indifferent to us. When we fix our attention on an object we create for ourselves a relationship with that object; yet for Merleau-Ponty there is something fundamentally ungraspable even in the most available of objects. A cup is picked up and used, but no sooner is this done when the cup, as it were, melts into the background as another object of attention (the computer screen or the person sitting opposite you) is foregrounded fleetingly. In Merleau-Ponty’s account of human experience we are constantly trying to fix the world around us, to create stable one-to-one correspondences between ourselves and our environment—and constantly failing in the attempt because that relationship is changing from moment to moment. After a few minutes the cup is empty; it is no longer the medium through which we experience relaxation or conversation but a momentary register of an episode which is receding into the past, and the anticipation of the rest of the day’s activities. Language tends to name things and categorise them, creating the illusion of a fixed universe with an unfailing self at the centre, taking in everything. From a Merleau-Pontyean perspective language masks the instability and contingency of perception. Rather than describe a complete and unbroken circuit between perceiver and environment, Merleau-Ponty focuses his attention on breaks to that circuit, where the failure of the perceiver and the object to coincide forms the basis from which to understand the complexity and fragility of subjective experience. 

Peggy Phelan’s account of performance bears certain similarities to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception. Like Merleau-Ponty, Phelan emphasises the contingent aspects of performance; performance is fleeting, it cannot be fully grasped or categorised. Phelan advances a basic definition of performance as “representation without reproduction,” arguing that performance “becomes itself through disappearance” (Phelan 1993, 146). In a culture obsessed by materiality and its own preservation through recorded images of itself, performance fails to fully coincide with itself, it is less to do with preservation and materiality than emptiness and disappearance. For Phelan, the key defining aspect of performance is that it, by definition, fails to become an object, and thereby any attempt to commodify, control or mass produce a performance must also fail. The essentialising strand of Phelan’s position has been challenged but with qualification it is a forceful argument.3 Unlike a painting, a theatrical performance is disappearing as it is being experienced. A performance exists only in the moment of performance, and its very existence on the stage or in the playing space is merely a prelude to what is perhaps the greatest and most irretrievable failure of all: its total disappearance and non-existence. The failure of performance to exist in perpetuity like an object is what makes performance precious and valuable. As Tim Etchells has observed: “Death haunts all performance” (Etchells 1999, 116).        

So what would it mean to look at and even to value performance in terms of failure? Of interest here is the extent to which performance, or particular performances, seek to comment on their own limitations or failures. I would suggest that most performances tend not to function in this way. Most performances work on the principle of the suspension of disbelief whereby the appearance of characters and the unfolding of fictional events is not in itself seen as problematic. As theatre historian Elinor Fuchs has written, historically drama has sought to create the “illusion of presence,” that the world of the play and the characters are actually “there” in front of the audience (Fuchs 1996, 70). This mode of performance is usually evaluated in terms of “success:” did the performance succeed in bringing the play to life, did we the audience really “connect” with the characters. From the perspective that I am trying to develop here, this mode of performance that is orientated only towards the successful realisation of character and place seems to override that which is central to the experience and construction of performance. Perhaps performances should not only succeed to provoke and entertain, they should also fail. But how should they fail? 

By way of example I would like to consider the work of mouth to mouth [sic] whose co-creative directors are Kate Craddock and Lynnette Moran. mouth to mouth describe themselves as “an international, globally dispersed performance collective,” who formed in 2004 as a group of Goldsmith graduates. They have continued to create performances despite the fact that their members now reside all over the world, from the UK to China, Japan, Bosnia, Korea and Switzerland, and hence rarely have the opportunity to work with each other in the same space. The aesthetic they create is one that questions traditional conceptions of space and territory, directly engaging with the problematic of how to continue as a collaborative ensemble subsequent to their enforced dispersal around the world; since forming, members of mouth to mouth were obliged to return to their various home countries, some for financial reasons, while others were unable to renew visas and/or work permits. In response to what would for most performance collectives have been a catastrophic displacement, mouth to mouth have created a distinctive aesthetic involving the use of Skype technology to undercut the geographic, political and legal frontiers which separate them. 

mouth to mouth have created a number of performances in the UK since 2006, and at the heart of their work is a profound, humorous but often poignant, exploration of failure in performance. Unlike Peggy Phelan’s conception of performance which locates failure in terms of temporality, mouth to mouth explore the failure of spatial connectives in the moment of performance. Most forms of drama involve the symbolic manipulation and compartmentalisation of space. As Lehmann points out in his study Postdramatic Theatre (2006) “the distance covered on stage by an actor [in “dramatic” theatre] signifies as a metaphor or symbol a fictive distance, perhaps the distance Grusha travels through the Caucasus mountains” (Lehmann 2006, 151). In contrast to more traditional symbolic constructions of space, mouth to mouth have tended to treat space and its manipulation as a central problematic. In Basel-Newcastle-London, presented at Northern Stage, Newcastle, in March 2007, the only “live” performer was Kate Craddock, while Lynnette Moran and Christoph Meneghetti appeared via Skype on two screens set up in the space, and were informally introduced to the audience by Craddock. While Meneghetti appeared from his home in Basel, Moran was surreptitiously performing from her place of work in a London office. While we the audience could see Meneghetti and Moran in their immediate surroundings for most of the performance, they in turn could apparently only see their fellow performer Craddock with any degree of clarity, though they could hear and respond the audience verbally. The technology is fragile, and we are constantly liable to lose contact temporarily or even completely with one of the virtual performers. A semi-improvised sequence developed between live and virtual performers as they physically responded to one another’s movements and gestures to create an abstract, unspoken interaction. As typifies the work of mouth to mouth, there is no overt attempt on the part of the performers to adopt a stage persona or “character,” and some of the movement sequences resemble a Contact Improvisation “jam” between performers through the medium of Skype. A further layer to this interaction was added as Meneghetti—seen sitting at home in Basel—produced a guitar and started playing in response to the movement. The sequence rippled into the audience as Craddock invited and orchestrated the audience into forming a simple vocal chorus, and for a time an intimate sense of connection was established between the audience and the three performers. However, almost inevitably, the performance was interrupted, and even brought to a temporary halt, by the frailty of the technological bind which temporarily permits these performers to co-create. Greg Giesekam, in his book Staging the Screen: The Use of Film and Video in Theatre (2007) also notes the fragility of the technology in the work of mouth to mouth with reference to one of a series of performances created as part of a project called No Fixed Abode in 2006:

Images of the internet performers were projected onto various surfaces including the bodies of the live performer, screens, walls and boxes. When performers encountered problems with the technology, it was they who tackled them and discussed it openly with the audience, so that any glitches became a figure of the fragility of the technical apparatuses which support their staying connected (Giesekam 2007, 217).

mouth to mouth performances are haunted by a sense of failure, the failure to maintain contact and to bridge geographical divides accentuated by the virtual performers only partial view of the performance space, and the audience’s very limited view on the location and milieu occupied by the virtual performers. What becomes real for the audience are the movements, sounds and interactions generating a performance which occupies spaces between places; a series of attempts, limited by the contingency of the performance situation, to present and reveal other worlds. The space of the performance is in a constant state of negotiation and reconfiguration, and there is an underlying sense of the unfulfilled and the unbridgeable. The performances themselves are not failures, but they are premised on failure, not on the part of the performers, but on promise of performance to bring actors and audience together in a “shared” situation. In mouth to mouth’s work, it is not so much the shared connection but the gaps, fissures and breaks in the circuit that constitute the “object” of the performances. In Fuchs’ terms, there is no “illusion of presence” here; the performance is premised rather on the failure to achieve the fullness of presence. 

Notions of space and place are complicated by failures in performance. Even those kinds of failures that I am not considering here, mistakes and mishaps, throw open questions of space. A dropped prop or the dreaded sound of a mobile phone in the auditorium, act as eruptions within, or disruptions from without the symbolic space of the performance, momentarily collapsing the dramatic matrices. In Being and Nothingness Jean-Paul Sartre talks about entering a café to meet his friend Pierre, but his friend has not shown up. Sartre then goes on to describe how the absence of his friend defines his experience of the café, the place becomes a “void,” an experience of nothingness, a register of his friend’s failure to turn up. “Pierre absent haunts this café” (Sartre 2003, 34) writes Sartre. On one level Pierre has merely failed to appear but the example also illustrates a broader sense of the failure of our projections to coincide with the world, and throughout Sartre’s writing, especially in his novel Nausea (1938), there are numerous instances of a physical and psychical estrangement from place. 

Such “failures” are of course potentially positive and creative. Pierre’s failure to appear in the café at four o’clock precipitates a hitherto unacknowledged realisation of freedom; Sartre goes from “autopilot” mode—of going to a designated place to meet someone—to suddenly having to rethink his activities and his relationship to the place where he is: a world of infinite possibility opens up. Performances which stage failure are also opening up possibilities of space and experience. Whereas “success” oriented theatre premised on the convincing presentation of stage illusion tend to towards a universality of experience in which the stage world is experienced by an audience from an idealised external perspective from which the characters within that world can be viewed from an aesthetic distance, failure in performance works against this distinction between inside/outside. As with Merleau-Ponty’s conception of a subjectivity permeated by failures, an aesthetics of failure in performance suggests entanglements and complex interconnections. 

In the case of mouth to mouth these interconnections exist at a physical level between the audience and the live and virtual performers. In the case of Goat Island on the other hand, these entanglements are psychical rather than physical. While Goat Island maintain a clear physical separation between performance space and audience, their performance strategies, open up a particular kind of relationship with the audience. Typically layering disparate dramatic, kinaesthetic and audio material, Goat Island performances are experienced as a network of overlapping performed vignettes whose interconnections will emerge over the course of the performance in the minds of the audience. The pieces have frequently included the repetition of performers attempting, but often failing, to execute a series of proscribed movements, which over time, demand a particular kind of audience engagement. Stephen Bottoms describes this experience, suggesting of their piece How Dear to Me When Daylight Dies that it thwarts the spectator’s attempts to impose upon it a centralising interpretation, and that the piece functions instead as “a dense, associative network of inter-related images, allusion and oblique narratives, but a network whose lines criss-cross ceaselessly rather than pointing inward—like some conceptual spider’s web—toward a central point.” (Bottoms and Goulish 2007, 64) Employing Deleuzian terminology Bottoms describes the structure of Goat Island’s work in terms of the rhizome, a structure without a centre which invites, in Bottoms’ words, “a certain deterritorialization of the mind—opening out time and headspace to facilitate a more personal, intuitive process than is normally experienced.” (2007, 55) In other words, the performance of failure creates the possibility of a different kind of relationship and interaction on the part of the spectator than is prevalent in much theatre. The spectator does not look upon the performance from an external perspective, but is asked to orientate herself, psychically and/or physically “within” the performance. 

I would suggest that failure in performance tends to place the audience on a “tactical” rather than “strategic” footing, following a distinction made by the French philosopher Michel de Certeau. In his celebrated work The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau makes an important distinction between the strategy and the tactics in his reading of Karl von Clausewitz’s On War. Strategy in de Certeau’s terms, implies a mastery and control over space, the possibility of separating oneself from one’s environment and shaping it to one’s advantage. De Certeau’s interest in resistance to political power leads him to privilege the tactical; “a tactic,” as de Certeau points out, “is an art of the weak.” (De Certeau 1984, 37) It consists of operating within the territory held by the enemy and turning local or chance events into small advantages. De Certeau further defines a tactic as “a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus.” The tactical space is a “deterritorialized” space. The staging of failure raises questions about issues of space and the possibility of deterritorialization. Of the tactical de Certeau reminds us “What it wins it cannot keep. This nowhere gives a tactic a mobility that must accept the chance offerings of the moment.” (1984, 37) 

In very different ways, the respective aesthetics of Goat Island and mouth to mouth induce a tactics of spectatorship. Rather than offering the spectator a strategic vantage point from which to employ dominating interpretations (akin to the “interpretative reading strategy” proposed by Stanley Fish by way of explaining how the reader makes sense of literary fictions with recourse to communities of interpretation which exist out-with the text), the spectator is asked to make “tactical” decisions in relation to the piece, to improvise interpretative responses as the performance unfolds, and in a sense, to stay within the performance rather than taking up strategic interpretative positions from outside the performance. The performance of failure gives rise to possibilities of tactical spectatorship, and asks us to rethink the productive value of failure, and what performances can tell us about undercutting the space of the “other.” Moreover, the exploration of failure may also help us to think about the fragility and contingency of performance, and to value the immediacy of action and human interaction, without asking us to take up strategic interpretative positions external to the performance. Failure, as Sartre discovered at his unfulfilled rendezvous in the café, creates (at least temporally) the chance to reflect on our own orientation in the world and opens up the possibility of a “felicitous space.”4
Endnotes

1 My thanks to Kate Craddock, Chris Dorsett and Kathryn Power for their advice and suggestions during the development of this paper.
2 The fifteenth PSi Conference takes place in Zagreb June 2009, and its title is: Misperformance: Misfiring, Misfitting, Misreading.

3 For a critique of Phelan, see Auslander, Philip. 1999. Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture. London: Routledge. 

4 I borrow this phrase from Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space.
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