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&theatre & audience

You are the topic. ... You are the centre. You are 
the occasion. You are the reasons why.

Peter Handke, Offending the Audience 
(1966, p. 21)

The presence of an audience is central to the defi nition 
of theatre, and the twentieth century saw an explosion 

of interest in the audience’s role among experimental thea-
tre practitioners. In 1968, Peter Brook insisted in The Empty 

Space –  a text that is now a well-worn touchstone in theatre 
studies – that he could ‘take any empty space and call it a 
bare stage’, observing: ‘A man walks across this empty space 
whilst someone else is watching him, and this is all that is 
needed for an act of theatre to be engaged’ (p. 11). In the 
same year Jerzy Grotowski defi ned theatre as ‘what takes 
place between spectator and actor’ in Towards a Poor Theatre 
(p. 32). Writing in 1999, Tim Etchells encouraged his readers 
to contemplate the ‘irreducible fact of theatre – actors and 

PROOF



&theatre & audience

2

an audience to whom they must speak’ (Certain Fragments, 
p. 94). The theatrical experiments carried out by these 
directors and many other practitioners during the twentieth 
century have shown us that theatre is not dependent upon 
its location in a designated building or institution and that 
it is possible to do away with plot, character, costumes, set, 
sound, and script. As Handke’s characters acknowledge in 
Off ending the Audience (Theater am Turm, Frankfurt, 1966), 
the relationship with the audience provides the theatre event 
with its rationale. This relationship is indispensable.

This indispensability does not mean that audiences 
have always been treated with deference or that they have 
been allowed to watch or listen undisturbed, as the title of 
Handke’s play indicates. The desire to reconfi gure the rela-
tionship between theatre and its audiences was a recurring 
theme in experimental theatre practice during the twentieth 
century and continues to preoccupy many practitioners, and 
these attempts to reposition the audience have proceeded as 
much by castigation as they have by celebration. In fact, the 
polemic which surrounds audiences – and the concerns and 
anxieties which have been projected onto them from both 
outside and inside the theatre – seem to be generated by a 
complex mix of hope, frustration, and disgust.

Some of these attitudes are apparent in the terms that 
are often used to describe audiences and their behaviour. 
Take the word ‘spectator’, for example. Do spectators 
 simply watch? Or are they gazing, or gawking? Are they 
impartial observers, innocent bystanders, or voyeurs? The 
terms employed to describe audiences and their relationship 
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to performance are laden with value judgements. Are they 
just viewers, or accomplices, witnesses, participants? Are 
they a crowd, a mass, a mob, or critics and connoisseurs? In 
this book, I want to interrogate some of the assertions, prej-
udices, and polemic which continue to shape our attitudes 
towards audience in order to explore how these produce 
our sense of what theatre is, has been, and should be.

Examining the discourse relating to theatre audiences 
can also help us understand the hopes, expectations, and 
frustrations which surround other cultural forms which 
position us as part of a collective. Our sense of the proper, 
or ideal, relationship between theatre and its audiences 
can illuminate our hopes for other models of social interac-
tion, clarifying our expectations of community, democracy, 
and citizenship, and our perception of our roles and power 
(or lack of it) within the broader public sphere. As Susan 
Bennett puts it in her preface to the updated 1997 edition 
of her Theatre Audiences (a book which has become a central 
reference point in the fi eld): ‘[T]he act of theatre-going can 
be a signifi cant measure of what culture aff ords to its partici-
pants’ (p. vii). This quotation signals Bennett’s investment in 
one of the most cherished orthodoxies in theatre studies: the 
belief in a connection between audience participation and 
political empowerment. In what follows, I want to ask some 
uncomfortable questions about this belief. For example: why, 
when there is so much to suggest that the responses of thea-
tre audiences are rarely unifi ed or stable, do theatre schol-
ars seem to be more comfortable making strong assertions 
about theatre’s unique infl uence and impact upon audiences 
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than gathering and assessing the evidence which might sup-
port these claims? Why do they appear to prefer discussing 
their own responses, or relaying the opinions of reviewers, 
to asking ‘ordinary’ theatre-goers – with no professional stake 
in the theatre – what they make of a performance? Could 
this apparent aversion to engaging with audience response 
be related to deep-seated suspicion of, and frustration with, 
audiences? And, if so, what are the grounds for this suspi-
cion? Why are audiences apparently not to be trusted?

A word, before I continue, about the scope and focus of 
this book. It concentrates on productions which I have expe-
rienced personally and on work which is well documented 
by others and has generated broader critical debate within 
theatre and performance studies. This means that it focuses 
upon canonical European and North American theatre and 
its audiences in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries, 
with a particular bias towards contemporary British per-
formance, which has seen an extraordinary increase in the 
use of audience participation since the turn of the millen-
nium. My responses to the performances I describe below 
are also strongly informed by the British political scene. 
Since New Labour’s election under Tony Blair in 1997, we 
have seen ongoing governmental interest in the concept and 
potentials of participation, refl ected in public policies which 
aim to increase the electorate’s engagement with the demo-
cratic system and local government, and in education and 
arts policies directed at widening participation and reach-
ing new audiences. In this context the questions I want to 
raise about the connections between collective experience, 
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audience participation, political agency, and ‘the people’ 
have a particular urgency.

Diffi culties of defi nition: the communal 
situation

Several barriers block a better understanding of the 
 relationship between theatre and its audiences. One is the 
tendency to confuse individual and group response; another 
is the persistent circulation of exaggerated and unsubstanti-
ated claims about theatre’s infl uence and impact. But let’s 
start with the challenges presented by the term ‘audience’ 
itself. The word’s origins in the Latin verb audire – ‘to 
hear’ – suggest that audiences have been thought of prima-
rily as  listeners, rather than viewers, at certain moments in 
the past. This seems to be at odds with the emphasis in the 
roots of the ancient word for theatre, which translates as 
‘place of seeing’, and indicates that historical shifts occur 
in our understanding of which senses audiences are pre-
dominantly using at performances. Even more signifi cant 
problems are generated by the term’s association with an 
assembled group. The common tendency to refer to an audi-
ence as ‘it’ and, by extension, to think of this ‘it’ as a single 
entity, or a collective, risks obscuring the multiple contin-
gencies of subjective response, context, and environment 
which condition an individual’s interpretation of a particu-
lar performance event. A confi dent description of a singular 
audience reaction may do no justice at all to the variety of 
response among diff erent members of that audience. So it 
is important to remember that each audience is made up of 
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individuals who bring their own cultural reference points, 
political beliefs, sexual preferences, personal histories, and 
immediate preoccupations to their interpretation of a pro-
duction. Regular theatre-goers know that post-show dis-
cussions reveal how widely responses can vary, even among 
friends who might be expected to bring similar ideological 
perspectives and cultural experiences to the event.

What’s more, these diff erences are present within indi-
viduals as well as among them. It is possible to fi nd your-
self judging and responding to a production in a number 
of diff erent – and potentially confl icting – ways, as Alice 
Rayner points out in her essay ‘The Audience: Subjectivity, 
Community and the Ethics of Listening’ (1993). Rayner 
articulates the diff erent subject positions she occupies: 
‘Sometimes I hear you from my position as a woman, some-
times as a professor, sometimes as a mother, sometimes as 
bourgeois’ (p. 4). Rayner’s list is a useful reminder that a 
single person can experience multiple responses to a show 
which may well be at odds with one another. Nevertheless, 
for performers, the need to negotiate the reality of encoun-
tering a group of spectators, gathered together with the 
intent of watching their show, remains a pressing issue, 
regardless of the fragility, contingency, or transience of that 
audience’s collective identity (or indeed the internal debates 
which individual audience members may entertain). Tim 
Etchells, director of Sheffi  eld-based performance ensemble 
Forced Entertainment – whose performances often draw 
attention to the relationship between performers and spec-
tators – refl ects on the tension between awareness of the 
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diff erences among spectators and the collective experience 
of theatre-going in Programme Notes (a collection edited by 
Daniel Brine and Lois Kiedan, 2007):

Watching the best theatre and performance we 
are together and alone. Together in the sense that 
we’re aware of the temporary and shifting bonds 
that link us both to the stage and to our fellow 
watchers, plugged into the group around and in 
front of us, the communal situation, sensing the 
laughter, attentiveness, tension or unease that 
grip us collectively, in waves and ripples, in jolts, 
jumps and uncertain spirals or in other forma-
tions that do not yet have a name. Sat watching 
we spread-out, osmose, make connections. But 
at the same time, even as we do so, we feel our 
separateness, our diff erence from those around 
us, from those on-stage. Even as we shift and fl ow 
within the group, we’re aware that our place in its 
emerging consensus, its temporary community, 
is partial and provisional – that in any case the 
group itself – there in the theatre, as elsewhere, 
in our cities and streets, in the relations between 
nations, peoples and states – is always as much a 
fraught and necessary question, a longing and a 
problem, as it is any kind of certainty. (p. 26)

Etchells’s portrait of the complex paradoxes inherent in 
being an audience member usefully indicates what is at 
stake in our understanding of the nature of community and 
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collective experience. His description of the experience of 
connection occurring through a process of osmosis refl ects 
long-standing hypotheses about how beliefs and behaviour 
spread among mass gatherings, groups, and crowds, but his 
sense of the limitations of communal experience has a spe-
cifi cally twenty-fi rst century infl ection. Etchells’s awareness 
that community is temporary and provisional – as much a 
matter of problematic and frustrated desire as it is a tangible 
reality – chimes with concerns about who ‘we’ are in an 
age of terrorism and swiftly shifting populations and sites 
of wealth. After all, in many of today’s urban centres it is 
impossible to be sure that the people you live, travel, or 
work alongside – and those whom you sit next to in the the-
atre – share your language, your sense of national identity, 
or indeed any of your beliefs. An assumption that they do so 
may cause  confusion, misunderstanding, or even off ence.

Unfortunately, not everyone is as alert as Etchells to 
the potential problems with an assumption that every 
member of a crowd or an audience feels the same way. 
As Elin Diamond points out in her essay ‘The Violence of 
“We”: Politicizing Identifi cation’ (1991), traditional theatre 
reviews often blithely ignore the possibility of a range of 
audience response, as their writers make assertions such 
as ‘we feel Macbeth’s fear’ or ‘we understand Nora’s frus-
tration’. The trouble with these statements is the way they 
project the subjective responses of the critic on to the rest 
of the audience, discursively producing the audience the 
critic would like to imagine rather than accurately refl ect-
ing the complexity and potential diversity of collective and 
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