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This article discusses the relationship between drama and performance, using the Derridean
concept of ‘supplement’ in theatre, which exceeds polarities and attempts a more dialectic
approach. A review of Marvin Carlson’s theories of illustration, separation, translation, and
fulfilment is a starting point for a comprehensive analysis of the views that encourage the
binary drama-performance. This is examined in combination with Diane Taylor’s distinction
between the ‘archive’, which preserves and bears all the written culture, and the ‘repertory’,
which contains the world of performance. The ‘supplement’ holds two meanings: as a
supplement, an external addition-to, and as a complement, a supplement-of, that comes in to
fill a gap. One example is used to present the relationship between archive, repertory, and
supplement: Brecht’s The Downfall of the Egotist Johann Fatzer. Theatre can be thought of in
formations of heteropoietic sequence, through chains of supplements, including the texts, the
performances, the rehearsal devices, the publication context, and the director’s notebooks.
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DESPITE THE popularity of performance the-
ory concerning the degradation or even the
depreciationof thedramatic text inapostmod-
ern or postdramatic milieu, much recent work
in the field of theatre and performance studies
has been devoted to the importance of the
junctions and the inner or intersective relation-
ship between these disciplines and the arts.1

Thinking theatre through the intersections
between literary and oral cultures or textual
traditions and performance practices is princi-
pally a matter of understanding that theatre
has not rejected either its dramatic legacy or
ideas of mimesis and (inter)textuality but has
moved those terms out of the realm of the
compulsory reference into the constantly shift-
ing field of variable human perception and
complex cultural scenes. Accordingly, the
emphasis of this argument is on the relation-
ship between drama and performance, or
between text and stage creation, in order to
clarify the dynamic field between them.

In a review of the theories that examine
the relationships between drama and perfor-
mance,MarvinCarlsondetects four conceptual
hubs through which these relationships pass:
illustration, separation, translation, and fulfil-
ment.2First, thenotionof illustrationis linkedto
a bundle of theories (the strength of which has
drastically reduced since the 1960s) that view a
dramaticwork as a self-containedwholewhich
isentitled to legitimize itself, toself-identifyand
to found itself on itself, regardless of historical
conditionsandculturalcircumstances.3Second,
the separation between drama and perfor-
mance standsat thepolaroppositeof the theory
of illustration. At the centre of that position
stand the ideas of EdwardGordonCraig about
the autonomy of stage art and the need for its
disengagement fromdrama.

Third, the theory of translation maintains
the idea of the complete dramatic work, but it
treats performance as an equally complete
piece with its own codes that decode and
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‘translate’ the dramatic text. This semantic
approach concedes not only chronological,
but also aesthetical priority to drama, since it
is the text that is presumed to impose the
parameters of stage work.4 Finally, the theory
of fulfilment questions the self-containment of
drama and supports the premise that only the
performance of a play is able to complete
it. Since the destination of the dramatic text is
the on-stage presentation (‘it is written to be
performed’, as is commonly said), its comple-
tion can be conceived at the attainment of this
destination. Here lies another hierarchy: no
matter howbrilliant a text is, it does not define,
but rather contributes towards, a total crea-
tion; it does not impose a certain principle
but cooperates with the other arts for the
achievement of the superior purpose that is
the performance. The performance, therefore,
is at the same time a process and a result of
fulfilment; in otherwords: by fulfilling itself, it
fulfils its individual components, including
the dramatic text.

None of those four conceptual hubs in the-
ory or in theatre practice has been completely
abandoned, and none dominates in an abso-
lute way. Illustration has much subsided in
contemporary discussions, althoughmany art
readers still go to the theatre ‘to watch Shake-
speare or Sophocles’; translation is activated
each time that ‘a great text needs to be com-
petently staged’. Fulfilment still appears very
strong, in prose theatre, while separation is
gradually enforced in performance art or in
theories with anthropological or metadra-
matic orientations.

This somewhat schematic but quite func-
tional division by Carlson could be combined
with the contrasting semantic polarity sug-
gested by Diane Taylor. This polarity
develops between the archive, which pre-
serves and bears all the written culture thanks
to the permanence and the stability of
writing, and the repertory, which essentially
contains the world of performance. The
archive is charged with ‘centuries of colonial,
evangelical, or canonical activity’5 of the
imperialistic development of Western episte-
mology.6 The archive comprises the docu-
ments and the books, but also the buildings,
the debris, and bones of archaeological

findings – everything resistant to time and
oblivion. How can one conceal the principle
inside the archive, and therefore the power
together with the beginning? The archival
principle is the remote power of indisputable
meaning, of the authority-power that extends
in space and time unaltered, immutable, irre-
ducible, with its meaning safeguarded and its
applications predefined. Besides this, though,
the archive has the power of separation, since it
can separate the source of ‘knowledge’ from the
subject of knowledge:7 for example, the archi-
text ofAntigone, the text-archive ofAntigone as a
source of knowledge from the subjects of this
knowledge, namely Hegel, Lacan, Castoriades,
Judith Butler, or even Taylor herself. It can also
separate the source of knowledge from any-
thing we consider this knowledge to be each
time, fromanything this archi-text ofAntigone is
to the respectivedirectors, designers, andactors
that reset it on stage.

Inadequate Polarities

Against the cohesion, the stability, and the
duration of the archive, the repertory raises
the fluidity, the instability, and the ephemeral
as it includes gestures and body movements,
verbal performances, dance and song – all
the transient and non-reproducible forms of
knowledge. Taylor connects the repertory
with device, spontaneity, physical presence
during the process of production and recep-
tion of knowledge, as well as participation in
that knowledge. We can easily understand
that, in the example of the theatre, this dual
thought can lead todisappointing routes. Ifwe
concede to thearchiveeverything thatTaylor’s
definition attributes to it, there would remain
for the repertory nothing other than a sense
of spontaneity, a brilliant presentness or an
inventiveflame thatwould quickly extinguish
within the taxonomy and the classifications of
the archive. The archive absorbs dramaturgy
and its texts, the show programmes, the direc-
tor’s notebooks, the design sketches, costume
figures,movement shapes, photographs,mar-
ketingvideos, interviews, and journalistic arti-
cles – in short, everything that prepares,
describes, and analyzes the performance until
it takes place, plus the play-text.
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Nevertheless, the archive does not stop
there. It is insatiable, voracious; it also absorbs
everything that follows the performance,
anything that will be written about it, or any-
thing spurred on by the play, such as essays,
books, academic lectures, features in maga-
zines, digital texts, and so on.8 Only this glo-
rious ‘here and now’ of the performance is left
to the repertory, with however big a range
‘here’ might have and however long ‘now’

might be.
This format is not validated by experience

and Taylor herself admits that, like the
archive, the repertory is often mediated
through external, archival elements. On the
one hand, the repertory is a product and a
repository of histories and cultural traditions:

Multiple forms of embodied acts are always pre-
sent, though in a constant state of againness. They
reconstitute themselves, transmitting communal
memories, histories, and values from one group/
generation to the next. Embodied and performed
acts generate, record, and transmit knowledge.9

On the other hand, the archive is a mediated
(not-enclosed) phenomenon. We know that
the myth attending the archive is that it
resists change, corruptibility, and political
manipulation and ‘that it is unmediated, that
objects located there might mean something
outside the framing of the archival impetus
itself’; and this means that an archival object
is determined by ‘the process whereby it is
selected, classified, and presented for analy-
sis’.10 Taylor avoids making an enclosed
polarity out of archive and repertory, since
she does not propose that the former has a
wholly unchangeable character or that the
latter is wholly transient or fluid. Her anti-
colonial epistemologies of largely non-verbal
cultural performances could certainly be
applied in a fertile way and with many cul-
turally specific and imperialist implications
in a variety of fields of theatrical perfor-
mances. To go further here is beyond the
goals of this paper.

What is important here is to emphasize
that, in various circumstances (for instance,
weddings or judicial ceremonies), ‘performa-
tive and also well-documented behaviours’,
which are elements both of the repertory and

the archive, are required.11 This means that
cooperation is required between natural,
spontaneous behaviour that unfolds within
the repertory, in the here and now of the
instance, and behaviour coming from with-
out, from the archive, dictated by the rules
and norms that the latter indicates. This coop-
eration, however, is not explicitly recognized
in theatre and performance theories that aim
to bring out the wholeness of presence or the
self-sufficiency, the autarky of the perfor-
mance, such as Fischer-Lichte’s theory of the
‘autopoietic feedback loop’.12

If we wanted to combine the polarity
archive-repertory with Carlson’s four concep-
tual hubs, we would say that illustration
focuses on the archive and uses the repertory
as its mere instigation. Conversely, separation
focuses on the repertory, as it is interested in
its energy and liveness and not in the close-
ness of the archive.Τranslation and fulfilment,
which presuppose both terms in one synergy
but in a different way, hold intermediate posi-
tions. On the one hand, translation considers
the archive as a body of reference with reper-
tory as its server; on the other hand, fulfilment
leans more towards the repertory, as it alone
can activate and complete an archive. (Within
this spectrum, fulfilment completely contra-
dicts illustration.)

In all these taxonomies, an antithesis is cer-
tainly implied between ‘textual’ and ‘perfor-
mative’ – in otherwords, between adramatic/
literary culture and a playful/performative
one that promotes presentness, here-ness,
physical presence, and verbosity.13 What
would happen, however, in a more radical
approach, if we accepted that there was no
opposition between those poles; that the
antithesis was nothing but a theoretical device
that allowed the poles to appear as such? To
that question comes the challenge of the coher-
ence both of the archive and of the repertory.
The cohesion of the archive is challenged by
the fact that (as Taylor admits) no text is
enclosed and self-referential in the process
both of its production and reception. But the
same is also true for the cohesion of the reper-
tory: no performance is devoid of a minimum
of text,which means a conceptual substrate, a
mnemonic deposit, a horizon of expectations,
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or a referential cultural tradition.14 As I sug-
gest elsewhere:

There is no text or performance, reading or view-
ing, without references, this minimum text at the
origin of creation, but also of interpretation of each
text and each performance. This script might be . . .
anonymous, unnoticed, but it is always read,
already from the title of the book and from the
show curtain.15

So, if in each archive one detects elements of
repertory, and in each repertory one traces
references to an archive, and, in theatrical
terms, if in each dramatic text indeterminate
performances are latent, and in each perfor-
mance various nuclei of the minimum text are
located, then the limits of drama and perfor-
mance, can never be strict or definite. Within
this spectrum, theatre does not comprise a
whole, but is a constantly supplemented
entity. From the archive and the repertory,
and through them, we cross then to the sup-
plement.

In his aforementioned essay, Carlson had
used this Derridean notion in order to explain
the open character of stage interpretations of a
play.16 In his effort to deconstruct Rousseauist
Confessions in regard to the relationships
between oral and the written speech, Derrida
introduces in De la Grammatologie two mean-
ings of the concept of supplement: as a sup-
plement and as a complement.17 Initially, the
supplement appears as an external addition,
as a complement to something that is a full
presence. The paradox is that, as soon as the
addition to something complete is identified,
this addition seems to be nullified. It loses its
value because what is added is added to a full
presence to which it is external. Speech com-
plements the overseeing presence, writing
complements speech: ‘culture comes to be
added to nature, evil to innocence’, just like
theatre performance to dramatic text, and sub-
sequently, theatre programme to perfor-
mance, theatre review to programme and
performance, and so on.18

The complement, however, is also a sup-
plement. It comes in to fill a gap, an absence,
an ellipsis that supposedly did not exist before
the arrival of the supplement. The supplement
with its presence thus betrays an absence; it is

supplement-of something, it functions as;19 it
reveals an ellipsis that was not apparent
before – a suspense or an uncertainty on
something that seemed unshakeable. So the
supplement-performance destabilizes the
supplemented text through its presence alone.
In reality, its presence requires and, at the
same time, implies this ‘destabilizable’ and
destabilized text, and includes it in a dynamic
relationship of differentiability. The view now
changes completely: there is no relationship of
illustration or separation, translation or fulfil-
ment, but only a relationship of supplement.
The performance of whichever play witnesses
that the play is imperfect; that it has always
been imperfect.

Let us not consider that the supplement-
performance as a complement-of is inferior to
that which it supplements or complements,
which is the dramatic play. We will first have
to wonder in relation to what the supplemen-
ted play is imperfect; in relation to what its
completeness is a pendant. We will thus real-
ize that the ellipsis, the suspense of the sup-
plemented play, is manifested inasmuch as
the work of supplementation is manifested.
In other words, the supplement-performance
offers the supplemented play its ‘ellipticity’; it
introduces the void to its alleged wholeness;
absence to its quasi-dense presence.

Intersectional Relations

Brecht’s The Downfall of the Egotist Johann Fat-
zer helps to clarify the relationship between
archive, repertory, and supplement. It does
not constitute a completed play, but com-
prises some chaotic material produced during
five different periods (1926–1930–1951) and
expands to 500 and more pages of unpub-
lished dialogues and lyrical pieces, sketches
and notes, and chorales and philosophical
comments.20 All these texts form the Fatzer
archive: the dramatic scenes of this material
form the ‘Fatzer Document’; while the rest of
the material forms the ‘Fatzer Commentary’.
This ‘Fatzer Material’ (Commentary and Doc-
ument) functions as a source for re-fuelling
various translations, adaptations, essays,
stagings, and performances. The latter
includes Frank-Patrick Steckel performing at
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the Schaubühne in Berlin in 1976; Heiner
Müller at the Schauspielhaus in Hamburg in
1978 and at the Berliner Ensemble in 1993;
Greek versions by Takis Tzamargias, trans-
lated and edited by Petros Markaris, at Epi
ColonoTheatre in2004, andbySimosKakalas,
in a translated adaptation by Eleni Varopou-
lou at the Experimental Stage of the National
Theatre ofGreece in 2018. These performances
shape a Fatzer repertory which, with time, is
registered in the archive. But there is also a
mesh of intertextual relationships within the
Brechtian corpus shaped around the ‘Fatzer
Material’ – a chain of supplements as the ‘Fat-
zer Document’ lends its characters to other
Brechtian plays such as The Threepenny Opera,
Mother Courage, the short Keuner Stories, and
other didactic plays. So, the relative stage
rarity of the ‘play’ is counterbalanced by its
strong intertextuality.21

Derrida additionally claims that the origi-
nal body of referencewas never complete; that
it always hosted absence within it and, conse-
quently, its wish for supplementation. In the
end, origin is not strictly origin but a supple-
ment of another origin, which is always
already lacking in itself.22 Carlson, however,
does not take that leap; otherwise he would
have to admit that even the masterpieces of
the theatrical canon are only supplements of
other, perhaps less known, plays or mytho-
logical narratives, ritual figures, theatre per-
formances, philosophical adventures, or
political projects. Instead, he shifts his atten-
tion to the interpretations of the plays, to the
endless interpretational chains that also form
chains of supplements which enhance the
play, enlarge the world of its meaning, and
extend its range.

Such a shift cannot conceal the fact that a
play receives supplements because it is itself a
supplement of another preceding play or per-
formance: it is a supplement that receives a
supplement. So the supplementary move-
ment has both a retrospective and a projective
direction: it starts from a quasi-text-origin that
has never been completely original, since it
was already a supplement of other texts and
performances; and it heads towards a future
wholeness of presence to which Fischer-
Lichte, as we saw above, assigns the name of

‘autopoietic feedback loop’. This wholeness of
presencewill never occur, since this toowill be
supplemented by other texts and other perfor-
mances. In its feedback, the supplementary
movement seems to be turning towards the
source, the root, the origin, the nature, the
beginning.

A false hope. ‘One wishes to go back,’
Derrida writes, ‘from the supplement to the
source: one must recognize that there is a sup-
plement at the source.’23 In its projections, the
supplementarymovement seems tobe turning
towards a supplement, an end [telos] or a com-
pletion. But nothing is completed by the fall of
the curtain; each curtain that falls equals
another that is lifted; each circular move
proves to be a spiral and a ramification, an
evasion to an interminable succession of other
supplements. We want to draw the curtain.
We want to eject to the completion of the per-
formance, to conquer the end of the stage
action.Yetweought toacknowledge that there
is a supplement at the end, that the end is
postponed by the respective mediations of
the supplements. The performance (or at least
an amount of its elements) carries on by being
supplemented through the reviews it receives,
the publication of the play, the photographs
and the videos, and, later, thememories of the
spectators and the creative team. And then
there are the interpretational studies that it
evokes, the studies that these studies will fuel,
the historical narratives, the narratives that
these narratives will bring out, other perfor-
mances that will converse with it indirectly or
directly, other dramatic texts that will take it
into account or will ‘embed’ it in their unsaid
substrates: the chain unfolds ever more. The
mediations ‘produce the sense of the very
thing they defer’.24 The beginning and the
completion, the origin and the finality, the
source and the end are postponed indefinitely
through the supplementary chain.

It is clear that the supplementary chain sur-
passes the relationship of text–performance as
it expands to the whole range of theatrical
phenomena and, certainly, much further than
that. Under the principle of supplement, how-
ever, the perspective open to theatre studies to
adopt the theatrical performance – a certain
performanceeach time–as itsmainobject risks
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being considered ungrounded, in that its
ground is no longer as stable and solid as it
was previously believed to be. If the perfor-
mance is not the principal deadlocked event
but a distinct supplement of another perfor-
mance or text, or, furthermore, if it is not the
outcome of a creative journey but an evolu-
tionary stop of a journey that continues indef-
initely, then it should change the structure of
theatre studies; the performance would extri-
cate itself from the ‘autopoietic feedback
loops’ that are neither autopoietic nor circuits
but spiral developments that include with
the same cohesive force both the published
dramatic text and the apocryphal director’s
notebook, both the buzzing premiere and
the humble rehearsal – and all these in often
unforeseeable supplementary formations that
extend to unknown territory in the future.

Perhaps is it now time to replace the history
of theatre as a quotation and as a causative
line-up of linear events with another narra-
tive: one that is less cohesive, butmore adven-
turous, less certain and more unpredictable; a
narrative that traces supplementary chains
behind the linearity and the stability of events
and which pursues the fluidity of the intertex-
tual, complex receptive mechanisms and cre-
ative reconstructions, the dialogism and the
potentiality of social and cultural fields. It is
important at this point to make clear that,
besides the Derridean theory of supplement,
there are other theorizations through which
we could think of the theatrical event as some-
thing that expands beyond an idea either of
the play-text alone or the time and place of the
performance in itself. The sociological model
developed by Maria Shevtsova, which exam-
ines theatre productions through the Bakhti-
nean view of dialogism and Pierre Bourdieu’s
notions of ‘field’ and ‘habitus’, is of great
interest here.25

It is also important to acknowledge that the
principle of supplement will be difficult to be
adopted and applied, since it will impinge on
habits, strategies, and mechanisms that
oppose its orientation. But at least, for the
more restless researchers and intellectuals of
the theatre, the removal of the binary polarity
that underlies and penetrates our thought will
always be an inducement. What would the

challenge be here? It would be to try and
consider theatrical phenomena without hier-
archical classifications andwithout the ease of
such comfortable disjunctions as ritual–myth,
performance–text, role–subject, mask–face,
speech–writing, rehearsal–performance, per-
formance–representation, stage–auditorium,
and former–latter; to think that perhaps
the former, what for conventional thought
comes first (chronologically, in evaluation, or
morally), could be nothing but a shadow cast
from the latter;26 that in the phrase ‘comes
first’, ‘comes’ indicates only one of the many
possible sources, whilst ‘first’means only one
possible point of an interminable, retrospec-
tive, and projective movement. The challenge
wouldbe to thinkof the theatrenot in incisions,
but continuums; not in ownership signatures,
but formationsofheteropoietic sequenceswhich
show that the performance is prepared and
produced with elements ‘outside of it’;27 thus,
not in conditions of autopoietic loop but, on
the contrary, through intersections andconflu-
ences, with inbreeding and chiasms – in short,
with chains of supplements. And, further-
more, to attempt ‘dangerous’ journeys
through the body of texts, the map of perfor-
mances, rehearsal devices, publication con-
texts, and the smudges of the directors’
notebooks, and in-between.
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