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Performance Theory and Its Inspirations to
Myth Studies—With a Partial Discussion of
the Synthetic Approach

Yang Li-hui’

Abstract

Though examining the emergence background of Performance Theory, its main
arguments, practices in myth studies, theoretical contributions and insufficiencies,
this paper further explores the inspirations that performance theory provides to the
study of myths, especially those still orally transmitted in contemporary China.
From the perspective of this theory, myths are no longer the “cultural survivals” of
the remote past, but are actually in dynamic processes of re-contextualization and
reconstruction; the mythical texts are no longer totally super-organic, but are
situated in certain culturally defined contexts; thus mythologists are no longer
confine themselves to the textual analyses, or seeking the possible psychology and
mentality embedded in myths, but pay more attentions to scrutinize the mythtelling
performances in certain situations, the communications between mythtellers and
audiences, the dynamic processes of negotiation and creation. Nevertheless, the
performance theory also has some insufficiencies. Therefore, we need to foster a
more “synthetic approach,” which combines the diachronic researches with the
perspective of studying a very moment of transmission and creation in a specific
context; combines the historical-geographical perspectives with the ethnographic
researches in specific communities; combines the static textual analysis with
researches on the dynamic process of textualization; combines studies on narrative

traditions as well as on personal creativities. With approaching myth from this

Lihui Yang is a professor of folklore and mythology in Beijing Normal University.
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synthetic perspective, we may have better access to comprehend the essence of

myth.

Key words: Performance Theory; myth studies; myths orally transmitted in
contemporary China; Synthetic Approach
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Silverstein, Michael, and Greg Urban. Natural Histories of Discourse. Chicago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996, p. 1 °
Context — 3 A R Fl69803% » filde T3~ THEHL U’EJ‘%J 2? * SRAFER (3
Bl ALIRA S BAMNZEE o AR BB AREN L « BT AL ST FAAR
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| B M 353 (Institutional Context » Bl4eB& ~ 2~ B MR ~ BF > BEREH
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Handbook of American Folklore. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983, p.
362-386 -
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VT EABRIEER] " ORI ER R AR o REEFZERASRTT
FERIRTG (skills) FIER: (effectiveness, BX efficacy) £ R THTHY
FEEL A FHEERI AR A - @FEE IS LU OO JERE
MHEHERTE BGERE - R 5REE (e 2 [ S B LR R A B EY) |
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Joel Sherzer, eds. Exploration into Ethnography of Speaking. New York, Melbourne:

Cambridge University Press, 1974, 2" edition 1989, p. 315-336 °
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