
Performing Utopia ed. by Rachel Bowditch and Pegge Vissicaro 
(review) 

Monica Cortés Viharo

Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism, Volume 34, Number 1, Fall 2019,
pp. 176-178 (Review)

Published by The University of Kansas, Department of Theatre and Dance

DOI:

For additional information about this article

[ Access provided at 11 Jun 2020 07:51 GMT from University of Washington @ Seattle ]

https://doi.org/10.1353/dtc.2019.0034

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/749738

https://doi.org/10.1353/dtc.2019.0034
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/749738


176                                                               Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism

would lead to the Second Great Awakening. Here, Freeman reads the sermons and 
SDPSKOHWV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�(YDQJHOLFDOV�UHVSRQGHG�WR�WKH�GHDGO\�¿UH�IRU�WKH�UKHWRULFDO�
conventions of the gothic and of stage melodrama. Through this reading, she shows 
these conventions to be instrumental in composing a Christian body public, couched 
in “an eschatological framework in which they could adeptly play the dilations of 
sympathy against the restrictions of repentance” (238).

,Q�KHU�¿QDO�FKDSWHU��)UHHPDQ�WDNHV�WKH�UHDGHU�IRUZDUG�LQ�WLPH�WR�WKH�FRQWURYHUV\�
VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�³1($��´�LQ�WKH�����V��.DUHQ�)LQOH\��+ROO\�+XJKHV��7LP�0LOOHU��DQG�
John Fleck. When NEA chairman John Frohnmayer overruled the organization’s 
LQWHUQDO� SURFHVV� WR� GHQ\� D� JUDQW� WR� WKHVH� IRXU� DUWLVWV�� KH� VHW� R൵� D� YHU\� SXEOLF�
controversy that culminated eight years later in a Supreme Court decision. This 
leap forward in time may strike some readers as unsettling, but this chapter is more 
than just a coda. The Culture Wars of the late twentieth century are an unavoidable 
VXEWH[W�ZKHQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�DQWLWKHDWULFDOLVP�DPRQJ� UHOLJLRXV� IXQGDPHQWDOLVWV��%\�
H[WHQGLQJ�WKH�ERRN¶V�FRQFHUQV�LQWR�OLYLQJ�PHPRU\��)UHHPDQ�XQGHUOLQHV�WKH�XUJHQF\�
of her arguments. 

Antitheatricality and the Body Public will be invaluable to any reader looking 
to deepen their understanding of Anglo-American theatre history’s “usual suspects,” 
especially William Prynne, Jeremy Collier, and the NEA 4. But the book will 
also be especially useful to those readers who are concerned with the ways in 
which embodied performance complicates political theories of sovereignty and 
representation. This book might productively be read alongside Elizabeth Maddock 
Dillon’s New World Drama�� QRW� RQO\� DV� WZR� UHFHQW� H[DPSOHV� RI� GHIW� DQG� ULFK�
historiography, but as important new ways of looking rigorously at the politics of 
performance.

0DWWKHZ�7��6KL൷HWW
University of Mississippi

Performing Utopia. Edited by Rachel Bowditch and Pegge Vissicaro. Seagull 
Books, 2017. Paper $35.00. 334 pages. 

Rachel Bowditch and Pegge Vissicaro’s edited collection Performing Utopia 
adds to the literature of utopian performance by building upon a triumvirate 
of scholars—José Esteban Muñoz, Jill Dolan, and Enrst Bloch—through case 
VWXGLHV�H[HPSOLI\LQJ�WKH�doing of utopia. Constructed in three parts—“Embodied 
Utopias,” “Utopian Laughter from Minstrelsy to Burlesque,” and “Heterotopias 
and Dystopias as Contemporary Spaces of Healing”—contributors represent 
GLVFLSOLQDU\�SHUVSHFWLYHV�IURP�¿HOGV�LQFOXGLQJ�WKHDWUH��GDQFH��PHGLD�VWXGLHV��DQG�
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cultural geography. The international scope of the book, addressing geopolitical sites 
VXFK�DV�1HZ�=HDODQG��&KLOH��DQG�%UD]LO��LV�EDODQFHG�E\�GHWDLOHG�DFFRXQWV�RI�VPDOO�
moments that initially might not appear political, consequential, or even utopian. 
Cases from the global south provide a refreshing and much-needed dimension to 
the corpus of critical writing on utopian performance. In fact, while Luis Alvarez’s 
HVVD\�³/HDUQLQJ�IURP�1JƗWDKL��5DSXPHQWDU\�)LOP��WKH�8WRSLDQ�,PDJLQDWLRQ�DQG�
3ROLWLFV�RI�WKH�3RVVLEOH´�FHQWHUV�RQ�0DRUL�¿OPPDNHU�'HDQ�+DSHWD�DQG�KLV�GRFX�
UDSXPHQWDU\�¿OP�VHULHV�1JƗWDKL��.QRZ�WKH�/LQNV, the real star of the piece is the 
JOREDO�UKL]RPDWLF�QHWZRUN�RI�DFWLYLVW�SHUIRUPHUV�ZKLFK�$OYDUH]�LGHQWL¿HV�DV�³D�
‘diaspora of dignity’”(35). Most importantly, the collection demonstrates the use of 
XWRSLD�DV�D�OHQV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�SHUIRUPDQFHV�RQ�DQG�R൵�VWDJH��RQ�¿OP�DQG�LQ�SHUVRQ��
can be studied. In so doing, it makes a compelling case for utopian performance as 
PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�VRPDWLF�H[SHULHQFH�¿UVW�GHVFULEHG�E\�-LOO�'RODQ��EXW�DOVR�D�IUDPHZRUN�
through which the quotidian can be mobilized to construct and/or embody utopia, 
dystopia, and heterotopia.

)RU�H[DPSOH��FRQWULEXWRUV�/LVD�'RROLWWOH�DQG�$QQH�)O\QQ�LQWHUSUHW�WKH�DUFKLYH�
through a utopian performative lens in order to reveal utopic intentions as well 
as the dystopian results. Acknowledging Canada as “our home, not our native 
ODQG�´�WKH\�H[SORUH�&DQDGD¶V�QDWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ������V±����V��WKURXJK�SKRWRJUDSKV�
of orchestrated encounters between First Nations, settlers, and colonizers at 
celebrations and spectacles (54). Their analytical approach is a “choreographic 
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI� D� FRPSOH[�KLVWRU\�RI� VWDJLQJ� FRORQLDO� H[SDQVLRQ� LQWR� WKH�YDVW�
ODQGVFDSH�RI�VRXWKHUQ�$OEHUWD´�������,W�LV�KDUG�WR�LPDJLQH�¿QGLQJ�XWRSLD�LQ�VFHQHV�
of indigenous children donning native “costumes” (supplied by their residential 
VFKRRO��WR�SHUIRUP�RWKHUZLVH�IRUELGGHQ�GDQFHV�DW�WKH������%DQ൵�,QGLDQ�'D\V��%XW�
Doolittle and Flynn’s choreographic interpretation include interviews with Black 
)HHW�HOGHUV�DQG�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�LPDJHV¶�SURGXFWLRQ��7KH�DGGLWLRQDO�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
KLJKOLJKWV�KRZ�HQFRXQWHUV�ZLWK�WKH�³H[RWLF´�DQG�WKH�³XQWDPHG�´�DUH�ZHDSRQL]HG�WR�
R൵HU�WKH�XWRSLDQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WDPLQJ��WUDQVIRUPLQJ��DQG�IRUJLQJ�VRFLHW\�DQHZ��WUXO\�
a “no place.” These utopian performatives are also an attempt to shield spectators 
IURP�WKH�G\VWRSLDQ�UHDOLWLHV�H[SHULHQFHG�E\�)LUVW�1DWLRQV�SHRSOHV��

Most of the case studies take place in the backdrop of festival culture; 
therefore many authors engage with Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque as 
D� VLWH�ZKHUH� XWRSLD�� G\VWRSLD�� DQG� KHWHURWRSLDV�PD\� H[LVW� VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�� ,Q�
Christian DuComb’s essay “The Wenches of the Philadelphia Mummers Parade: 
A Performance Genealogy,” the Mummers Parade is a vehicle for utopian free 
H[SUHVVLRQ��WKH�G\VWRSLDQ�KLVWRU\�RI�EODFNIDFH�PLQVWUHOV\��DQG�KHWHURWRSLDQ�JHQGHU�
SOD\��7KHVH�IHVWLYDOV�DUH�DOVR�WHPSRUDO�KHWHURWRSLDV�R൵HULQJ�D�break in time and the 
opportunity to recover a time. Men marching in the Mummers parade, particularly 
those insisting on appearing in blackface (now functionally prohibited by parade 
rules and culturally condemned) choose to break from the current moment to enact 
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what they perceive as a utopian recovery or replication of the past. A Mummers 
parade participant wearing blackface articulated this notion by stating, “I’m not 
trying to put nobody down. It’s just tradition, it’s the way my father paraded” (183).

Performing Utopia’s unique contribution is the manner in which almost every 
FDVH�VWXG\�JUDSSOHV�ZLWK�XWRSLD�DQG�G\VWRSLD��:KLOH�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�VHFWLRQV�RI�WKH�
ERRN�RQO\�JODQFLQJO\�DGGUHVV�G\VWRSLD�DQG�KHWHURWRSLD��WKH�¿QDO�VHFWLRQ�LV�ZKHUH�
the collection distinguishes itself by identifying utopic moments of hope within 
the dystopia of post-Katrina New Orleans and the lives of Chilean citizens. The 
utopias enacted in the Mardi Gras festivities, only months after the hurricane, 
R൵HUHG�KRSH�DQG�D�PRGH�RI�UHVLVWDQFH�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�WHOHYLVHG�WR�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�
country. By investigating the intersection of three heterotopic sites in Chile the 
DXWKRU�ZDV�DEOH�WR�REWDLQ�D�PRUH�FRPSOH[�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�&KLOHDQ�
life—one that contrasts with government-endorsed images. As a scholar working in 
WKH�¿HOG�RI�XWRSLDQ�SHUIRUPDQFH��,�IRXQG�Performing Utopia an insightful reminder 
of the broad range of activities that can be analyzed through a utopian lens and the 
responsibility to address the dystopias and heterotopias that are often unintended 
byproducts of utopia.

Monica Cortés Viharo
University of Washington

The Drama and Theatre of Sarah Ruhl. By Amy Muse. Bloomsbury Methuen 
Drama, 2018. Cloth $91.80, eBook $73.44. xv + 215 pages.

In the conclusion to The Drama and Theatre of Sarah Ruhl, Amy Muse notes 
that it’s perhaps too early for a critical volume assessing Ruhl’s work to come 
out. The playwright is, as Muse puts it, “essentially mid-career, with surely many 
more years and likely many theatrical revelations ahead of her” (175). Although 
this is undoubtedly true, Ruhl has made such an impact on contemporary US 
theatre that Muse’s volume is an important contribution to the scholarship on 
Ruhl’s dramaturgy. As part of Methuen’s Critical Companions series, The Drama 
and Theatre of Sarah Ruhl provides a great introduction to and overview of Ruhl 
as an artist, tracing the dramaturgical, political, and ethical techniques that make 
her body of work coherent and unique.

Muse divides the main analysis of Ruhl’s plays into four sections focused on 
GLVWLQFW�DVSHFWV�RI�5XKO¶V�HYROYLQJ�DHVWKHWLFV��%HWZHHQ�WKHP��WKH�¿UVW�IRXU�FKDSWHUV�
discuss each of Ruhl’s eighteen plays (to date) organized by the dramatist’s artistic 
DQG�HWKLFDO�FRQFHUQV��7KH�¿UVW�FKDSWHU�DQDO\]HV�SOD\V�ZKHUH�5XKO�ERWK�HQJDJHV�
ZLWK�KHU�LQWHOOHFWXDO�WKHDWULFDO�LQÀXHQFHV²9LUJLQLD�:RROI��$QWRQ�&KHNKRY��DQG�


