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The Paradox of Presence and Absence: Studies on Japanese and European Theatre

Summary of Thesis:

Over the last decade, German scholars in the field of theatre studies have debated the question of which is
more productive for enhancing the theatre experience — presence or absence. Those who stress the value of
presence, such as Erika Fischer-Lichte and Dieter Mersch, point out that the corporal (leiblich) and direct
impact of performers on the audience can be realized only in the theatrical environment of “hic et nunc”, and
not when communicated via modern media technologies. In contrast, those who emphasize the value of
absence, including Gerald Siegmund and André Eiermann, insist that there is always a distance between
theatrical phenomena on the stage and the perception of the audience. This distance, which is conspicuous in
the absent situation of not-dancing or not-acting, can lead the audience to a critical reflection on their own
perception, making them aware that there is always a gap between stage phenomena and what they perceive.
Siegmund and Eiermann have criticized the advocates of presence for ignoring this critical potentiality of the
distance between theatrical situations and audience perception. Their argument for the critical potentiality of
absence in theatre has found support among not a few scholars who also set a high value on the aesthetically
productive distance in direct communication between actors and audience. In this sense, the aesthetic of

absence seems to have more productive value for theatre than the aesthetic of presence.

There is, however, another important element of theatrical expression and experience, one that has been
ignored by advocates of both presence and absence — namely, the paradoxical relationship between presence
and absence. This paradox can apply to both theatrical phenomena and audience perception. As Georges
Didi-Huberman points out, the appearance of a theatrical phenomenon is necessarily accompanied by
disappearance — something which we cannot perceive. The audience perceives one phenomenon when they
focus on it and shut out all others. There is always a loss of the other phenomena when the one is presented
on stage and perceived by the audience. This is the paradoxical relationship between presence and absence
as regards theatrical phenomena and audience perception. It is one of the most essential elements of
theatrical situations that involve actors and audience; research in this field should therefore not focus

exclusively on presence alone or absence alone.
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The audience can be made aware of this paradox when either the stage direction or acting serves to
exaggerate the presentation or the absent situation to the point of transgressing conventional boundaries.
When the presentation of the performance or the absent situation is thus exaggerated, the audience cannot be
sure that something on the stage has actually happened as they perceived. But neither can they deny that it
has happened. Thus perception and recognition are suspended, and the audience cannot reach any clear
understanding; instead they continue to waver between present and absent percepts.

This thesis illustrates such suspended paradoxical situations on the stage and among the audience by
investigating ten performances from European and Japanese theatre. Chapters one and two establish a
hypothesis regarding this paradox by applying “waver theory” (Joseph Vogl) from literary studies to
theatrical experience. Chapters three to five investigate performances involving the “aesthetic of presence”
that exaggerate presence to such an extent that members of the audience — paradoxically — try to distance
themselves from the presentation and engage in a critical reflection upon the relationship between the
theatrical situation on stage and their perception. Because of the powerful impact of this exaggerated
presentation, the audience is prevented from reaching a clear understanding and instead experiences
uncertainty about their perception and recognition of the theatrical situation on the stage.

Chapters six to eight cover performances involving the “aesthetic of absence” that exaggerate an absent
situation to such an extent that the audience — paradoxically — searches in vain for the presence of the
performers and their theatrical expressions. Confronted with this radically absent situation, they waver in a
paradoxical relationship between the possibility and impossibility of discovering presence.

The final chapter demonstrates that the theatrical experience of the paradoxical relationship between
presence and absence can lead the audience to an awareness of their otherness that is triggered, according to
Bernhard Waldenfels, by the experience of “pathos”. Encountering this otherness, which lies outside the
control of the audience, would appear to be a very passive form of receptivity. However, it can also
strengthen the audience’s freedom to accept an unusual situation in which they confront the insuperable
paradox of presence and absence. This freedom implies the strength of the audience, who can continue to

accept something paradoxical in themselves which is suppressed in daily life.
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