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BOOK REVIEW by Jess Rose 

Ritual, Performance and the Senses by Michael Bull and Jon P. Mitchell  

(London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), 208 pp. 
 

 

This collection of essays is coedited by Michael Bull (Professor of Sound Studies, University 

of Sussex) and John P. Mitchell (Reader in Social Anthropology, University of Sussex). They 

ask that the work of the book not be judged according to definite answers, but rather by the 

‘avenues opened up by combining cognitive, performative and sensory studies of ritual’ 

(p.10). Contributions, then, are drawn from these three fields, with often a specific focus on 

theories of place and memory. These fields might be thought of as different languages, each 

capable of communicating aspects of religious transmission. The task here is to bring the 

three into dialogue.  

In their introduction, Bull and Mitchell detail how anthropologists have often largely dealt 

with ritual through representation; experiential elements of religion only providing a context 

for logo-centric theorems.  The authors then go on to cite bodyfocused approaches to the 

study of ritual, which divert from this canon. They cite in particular the work of Harvey 

Whitehouse, whose focus on the physical processes of initiation rituals in Papua New Guinea 

produces a thesis that the ‘rites of terror’ undergone by initiates can be understood through the 

concept of ‘flashbulb memory’, that is, the process by which experiencememories become 

sediment in the body.1 Whitehouse offers two ‘modes of religiosity’: the doctrinal and the 

imaginary.2 The editors note that much ritual operates in between this binary, but recognise 

the need for the study of the body in ritual, and so turn to performance studies. It is important, 

of course, to remember that the conception of this field itself was developed through the 

dialogue between theatre studies and anthropology, providing an example for how areas of 

study might borrow from, inform and transform one another. Rather than briefly outline each 

of the eight chapters (which are neatly and knowledgeably summarised in the book’s 

introduction), I have chosen to focus on three chapters that concern themselves with the 

physical while simultaneously operating from a material or representational starting point – a 

physical path, or statue – before pushing to locate the technologies of presence immanent in 

these material ‘things’. 

Chapter One describes how recent moments of divine intervention, experienced by 

Angelik Caruana, have played out across mass digital media; Youtube videos which document 

his communication with the Virgin Mary and television programmes depicting him shaking 

with his alleged stigmata. Alleged, I write – and it is doubtful terms like this that Mitchell 

takes as his starting point for an explanation of how the ‘irrational beliefs of others’ might be 

more productively understood through mimesis. Mimesis is a tool, he writes, for mediating or 

mitigating the rationalism of cognitive anthropology and the relativism of the anthropology of 

the senses, which have sought to simply explain away these irrational beliefs (p.13). Mimises, 

he argues, is generative rather than simply representational, capable of producing presence. In 

generating versions of the original entity (as in mimetic artifacts such as Caruana’s statue of 

Our Lady, or as in his mimetic performance), a new entity is produced. He states: ‘they are 

not so much copies of nature as they themselves part of nature (or supernature) and therefore 

entities in their own right’ (p.18). I found Mitchell’s analysis of Catholic sculptures as objects 

which transcend representation particularly exciting. He comments that these sculptures bring 

forth for many, the presence of the figures they ‘represent’. He describes how Catholic 

pilgrims seek Praesentia in Holy sites, and how their mimetic presence, even in the smallest 

of relics, functions as a point of encounter, a producer of relationship. This religious discourse 

relates indirectly to much that has been written on the function of the performance document.  
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It is interesting to consider the way in which the relics of live art have often been elevated to a 

similar status as the ‘media of presence’ of Catholic material culture, with artists and thinkers 

agonising over how, and if, a performance might be reactivated in the present through an 

active engagement with its material remains.3 Mitchell’s application of mimesis adds an 

interesting contribution to this debate, moving mimesis from the role of supplementary 

representation to a new entity in its own right. 

The second chapter I wish to focus on similarly observes the evocative potential of 

religious material objects, this time noting their ability to bring forth the memory, or very 

presence of place (The Church of the Holy Sepulchre), rather than, as in the first chapter, the 

presence of a Holy character. As in the secondary situating of Caruana’s moments of divine 

intervention upon the platform Youtube, here too it is clear that technology is impacting upon 

spiritual experience, extending its place and time in the digital realm. Marchand describes 

indeed the bemusement of a young Mexican monk who explains the lack of a ban on flash 

photography, and shares his concerns for the ‘constant assault on the sanctity of the place’ 

(p.13). In this chapter the author draws directly on Downey’s chapter in this same book, in 

order to note the ways in which place produces emotion, ‘a collection of changes in body 

state’ (p.66). He argues that, when faced with the kaleidoscope of stimuli present at the site of 

pilgrimage, one can only accommodate what is recognisable. He suggests that so much is 

unfamiliar, strange and multisensory to the pilgrim that it results in the production of anxiety, 

ultimately deferring the intended moment of spirituality. It is only once they have arrived 

home, clutching pistachio wooden figures of Our Lady, that it is possible to achieve the 

desired emotional state through a (re)structuring of the place of the pilgrimage. 

 Whilst Marchand’s chapter describes a (re)structuring of place in memory, 

Schechner’s chapter explores the (re)structuring of and alterations to place that are made as 

pilgrims make their way through it. ‘For the duration of Ramlila’, he writes, ‘these 

spaceplaces are what they represent’ (p.87). Schechner has previously written, of course, on 

practices of environmental theatre, pioneering the turn toward site-specific practices in 

performance studies. We can easily position the events of Ramlila upon Schechner’s 

continuum for theatrical events, labelling it ‘environmental theatre’.4 In its utilisation of the 

given spaces, ‘there are no theatre seats, only places to stand or to sit on the grass or 

trampeddown mud [...] the participants enjoy and/or endure the real of “being there”’ (p.88). 

This brings to mind Schechner’s description of ‘environmental theatre’ and his observation 

that: ‘once one gives up fixed seating and the bifurcation of space, entirely new relationships 

are possible. Body contact can naturally occur between performers and audience [...] a sense 

of shared space can be engendered’.5 In Ramlila, the hyperpresence brought about by digital 

technology, which can of course impinge upon the purity of ‘shared space’, pauses, ‘for a 

month at least’, meaning that ‘some Northern Indians can put aside their cell phones and walk 

in Ram’s footsteps’ (p.87). The shared space, therefore, is shared only among those who are 

properly present. Footsteps are of crucial significance; for these pilgrims, the presence of their 

gods is thought to be located in ‘the land they walk on, the places they journey to, and the 

people they meet’ (p.88). In their following of the path tread by Ram, Schechner observes a 

complication to linear temporality; this is not a stepping backwards in time à la re-enactment, 

but an evocation in the present of the past. Whether or not this past is indeed true is of little 

matter: ‘people believe it is true, and that belief reinforces in a positive feedback loop with the 

myth: actual geographical India is timestamped by Rama’s footprints’ (p.89). He notes that 

the map they follow has remained unchanged since it was produced seventy years ago. He 

proceeds to walk the reader through the journey undertaken in order to convey a textual map. 
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It quickly becomes clear, as one works through the chapters, that the book has been 

carefully curated to ensure that the points of interest do indeed speak to readers from across 

the fields of performance studies, anthropology, neuroanthropology and beyond. There is a 

kind of crosspollination at work within these pages, even if the chapters do not always 

explicitly refer to one another, then there is certainly implicit reference throughout to the 

ideas proposed. At times it feels the editors are asking questions of and providing responses 

for one another. For example, Zarilli’s notes on his performance practice indirectly provide 

further phenomenological illumination for Schechner’s account of the religious chants of the 

Ramayanis and how it might feel in terms of the functioning of the breath. Another example 

may be found in Robert Turner’s explanation for how ritual alters the makeup of the brain; a 

useful insight which provides a flip in interest from the impact of ritual to the outer worlds 

and cultures it takes place in, including the impact that this has for one’s inner world. The 

book explores the position of the body in relation to ritual in a most complete sense, from 

head to foot or indeed, a brainpattern to footprint. 

 

Notes 
                                                 
1 Whitehouse (1996) in Mitchell and Bull, p.2; Brown and Kulick (1982) in Mitchell and Bull, p.2 
2 Whitehouse (2008) in Mitchell and Bull, p.2 
3 On the subject of experiencing live performance through its documentation see, Auslander, Phillip ‘The 

Performativity of Performance Documentation’, PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art, 84 (2006), 1-10, and 

Jones, Amelia ‘“Presence” in Absentia: Experiencing Performance as Documentation’, Art Journal, 56: 4 

(Winter 1997), 11-18. 
4 Schechner, Richard ‘Six Axioms for Environmental Theatre’ TDR: The Drama Review,  12:3 (Spring 1968), 

4164 (p.41) 
5 Shechner, p.49 
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