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Abstract 

In the age of spiritual pluralism and digital change, theatre has become a dynamic platform for 

ritual storytelling that performs, re-envisions, and reaffirms religion. This article explores how 

new theatre makers in India and the Indian diaspora stage ritual dramaturgy to articulate sacred 

belief systems and negotiate socio-political anxieties and economies of creation. Taking a 

qualitative, interpretivist stance, the research is informed by case studies of three theater collectives 

through digital ethnography, interviews, and portfolio analysis. The findings highlight that ritual 

in performance now serves not merely as spiritual expression but also as aesthetic resistance and 

entrepreneurial innovation. The article presents the idea of entrepreneurial ritualism and suggests 

a Sacred–Performative Spectrum to situate hybrid sacred performances in the post-secular era. 

Through the synthesis of performance theory, affect studies, and cultural entrepreneurship, this 

research contributes to the reconceptualization of the intersections of religion, art, and identity in 

the 21st century. 
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Introduction  

Context: The Revival of Ritual in 

Contemporary Theatre 

At a time when there is such swift 

secularization and digitization, contemporary 

theatre is experiencing a renewed interest in 

ritualistic storytelling.  

 

Artists and playwrights are more and more 

taking inspiration from religion—indeed, not 

merely as narrative material but as bodily, 

performative forms that have resonance 

across religious and cultural groups. 
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Rationale for Exploring Theatre and 

Ritual 

Rituals provide ordered, symbolic action and 

are performative in nature—making them 

strongly compatible with theatre practices. 

As Turner explained, both theatre and ritual 

establish liminal spaces where identity, 

belief, and transformation are examined 

(1.Turner, 19821) In the post-pandemic 

world, with increased global fears and a 

desire for communal healing, such ritualistic 

modes have regained significance. Belief, 

acted out through narrative, connects as a 

vehicle of collective reimagination, assertion 

of identity, and sociocultural resistance. 

Objectives and Research Questions 

This research aims to examine how modern 

theatre incorporates ritualistic narration to act 

and conserve religion. The research answers 

the following questions: 

1.How are religious and cultural rituals 

translated for contemporary theatrical 

performance? 

2.How are narrative and performative 

strategies employed in conveying religion in 

secular or blended settings? 

3.How does ritualistic narration affect 

audience perception, particularly in multi-

religious or inter-cultural environments? 

Significance of Study 

This study adds to theatre anthropology, 

performance studies, and religious 

expression scholarship. It fills an important 

lacuna in the study of how religious rituals 

are reimagined in contemporary dramaturgy, 

providing insights into spiritual 

performativity in a global, media-oriented 

world. 

Literature Review 

Ritual and Theatre: Shared Origins and 

Diverging Paths 

The historical connection between ritual and 

theatre has long been well established. 

Theatre in most cultures originated from 

religious rituals, whether it was the 

Dionysian cult festivals of ancient Greece, 

Kathakali in India, or Shinto ceremonies in 

Japan (2.Schechner, 1993). Richard 

Schechner's "restored behavior" theory 

highlights how ritual and theatre both involve 

symbolic, repeatable, and codified actions 

produced with increased consciousness 

(2.Schechner,1985). Rituals, in contrast to 

theatre performances, are thought to possess 

transformative potency, yet the distinction 

grows more elusive in postmodern hybrid 

performances. 
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Theatrical Anthropology and 

Performative Faith Eugenio Barba's theatre 

anthropology crosses ritual and performance 

by examining the "pre-expressive" common 

to spiritual practices and acting procedures 

(3.Barba & Savarese, 1991). Rituals are not 

merely aesthetic phenomena but vehicles of 

belief, expressing theological, cosmological, 

and ethical visions of the world in bodily 

movement, vocal pattern, and symbolic 

objects (1.Turner, 1982). Actors, in this 

context, become both narrators and mediators 

of the sacred. 

Storytelling as a Spiritual and Communal 

Act Narrative forms based on religion—

parables, epics, hagiographies—provide rich 

frameworks for ritualized theatre. Walter 

Benjamin underlined the social dimension of 

storytelling, where meaning is not merely 

communicated but collectively created by 

repetition and orality (4.Benjamin, 1969). 

Contemporary directors such as Peter Brook 

and Tadashi Suzuki have utilized such a 

tradition to create performances that cut 

across language and cultural differences, 

addressing themselves to rhythm, breath, 

silence, and repetition as spiritual tools 

(5.Brook, 1996). 

Global Perspectives in Ritual Theatre 

Today Ritual theatre is widely used by 

contemporary theatre-practitioners across 

interfaith and intercultural contexts. 

Postcolonial dramaturgies—like Wole 

Soyinka's Yoruba-hybrid plays or Heisnam 

Kanhailal's indigenous Manipuri theatre—

adopt ritual not just for religious expression 

but as a process of decolonization and 

resistance (6.Soyinka, 1976; Kanhailal, 

2006). These works of theatre relocate faith 

from being a dogmatic institution to being a 

practiced, lived-through process that resists 

hegemony. 

Gaps in Research Although considerable 

scholarship can be found on ritual and 

performance, less research goes into the 

fusion of ritualistic narration with new 

theatrical idioms in post-pandemic 

multicultural societies. Empirical studies 

specifically on audience interpretation, 

reception of faith, and the dramaturgical 

reinterpretation of sacred scripts are 

especially lacking. 

Methodology 

Research Design In this research, a 

qualitative research design based on the 

interpretivist paradigm is used, which is 

concerned with the subjective process of 
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meaning-making of both performers and 

audiences. There is no intention to 

generalize, but to interpret how ritualistic 

storytelling functions as a type of performed 

faith within today's contemporary theater 

contexts. 

Case Study Approach 

The multiple-case study approach was 

chosen to ensure depth and contextual 

richness. The cases are three contemporary 

theatre collectives: 

1.A village Indian repertory incorporating 

Vedic recitation into performance. The 

Chorus Repertory Theatre in Manipur, 

Imphal (India) of Ratan Thiyam, where 

actors integrate traditional rituals into their 

theatre productions. Repetitive and symbolic 

actions along with the rituals are used to 

create a sense of communal connection with 

the audiences on a deeper emotional level in 

a specific cultural and historical contexts. 

2. A city-based interfaith group performing 

Ramnagar ki Ramlila in Varanasi, India a 

200-year-old UNESCO inscribed theater 

festival, that showcases India’s rich history 

and culture. The celebrations take place for 

31 days starting with Anant Chaturdashi and 

ending on Dussehra. This festival transforms 

the whole town in mythological locations like 

Ayodhya, Ashok Vatika & Lanka. It, thus, 

provides a unique insight into India’s Legacy 

and tradition of Ramayana epic in a series of 

scenes that include rituals with songs, dances, 

narrations, recitals and dialogues. 

3. An International Troupe adapting Indian 

Rituals for western audiences. The Peter 

Brooks Mahabharta a document that was 

most keenly documented “global” ‘, or 

“intercultural”, productions of the twentieth 

century. The Eastern epic of Mahabharata 

which is fifteen times the length of Bible. 

This production of Peter Brook has been said 

to have been inspired from watching the 

Kathakali performance in a ritualistic 

tradition, this being Peter Brooks Orientalism 

presenting the traditional ideas and 

philosophies of the Indian Culture in a 9-hour 

performance to the west, first in French then 

later with an English translation using 

multimedia and later documented as a film  

These examples were chosen through 

purposeful sampling, given their overt use of 

ritual form and religious-themed content in 

performance.

 

Data Collection Methods 
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For triangulation and rich understanding, three main data collection instruments were employed: 

 

• Semi-structured interviews with 12 directors, performers, and facilitators of culture. 

•Digital ethnography involving observation of live-streamed performances, audience commentary 

on YouTube, and Instagram exchanges. Portfolio analysis, such as scripts, performance videos, 

rehearsal notes, and stenographic design features. This pie chart presents the SPSS output on the 

distribution of data sources: 

40% came from semi-structured interviews 

33.3% from digital ethnography 

26.7% from portfolio documents 

 This balanced mix ensured a well-rounded, triangulated understanding of each theatre collective's 

creative process." 

Table 1: Distribution of Data Sources-SPSS Output 

Data Source Frequency Percentage 

Semi-structured Interviews 12 40.0% 

Digital Ethnography 10 33.3% 

Portfolio Analysis 8 26.7% 

Total 30 100% 
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Analytical Strategy 

Data was coded using thematic analysis, both 

manually and via SPSS software. Major 

thematic codes were recognized: sacrality, 

ritual structure, audience engagement, 

interfaith dynamics, and narrative adaptation. 

Coding was according to Braun and Clarke's 

six-step approach, such as familiarization, 

coding, theme generation, review, definition, 

and write-up (7.Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Ethical Considerations 

The ethics of the Declaration of Helsinki were 

followed in the current study. Participant 

identities were kept anonymous, and informed 

consent was sought. Religious symbols and 

narratives were handled carefully during 

analysis to prevent misrepresentation. 

Limitations 

• The sample is restricted to Indian and 

South Asian environments and may limit 

generalizability. 

• The digital–live hybrid character of 

performances can affect interpretative 

consistency. 

• Religious performance content can have 

implicit theological signification unavailable 

to outsiders. 

Analysis and Synthesis 

Reframing Ritual as Performative 

Epistemology 

The study reveals that ritualistic storytelling in 

theatre is not a nostalgic return to tradition but 

a performative epistemology—a way of 

knowing and transmitting belief through the 

body, voice, and space. This aligns with 

Turner’s concept of communitas (1.Turner, V 

(1982) where the sacred and the social 

momentarily collapse into embodied 

solidarity. In this framework, ritual functions 

both as content and method. 

Theatrical Sacredness Beyond Text77 

The performances analyzed did not rely solely 

on religious texts but drew from oral 

narratives, affective atmospheres, and 

sensory memory. This asserts Schechner’s 

theory of performance as “twice-behaved 

behaviour” (2.Schechner,R (1985) yet with a 

spiritual function, the performance of faith 

becomes restorative and redemptive. 

 Entrepreneurial Ritualism in the Creative 

Economy 

While ritual is traditionally viewed as non-

commercial, these collectives navigated the 

creative economy through entrepreneurial 

ritualism: monetizing faith-based 
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performances without commodifying their 

sanctity. Crowdfunding, audience-

participatory workshops, and ritual 

merchandise (e.g., Sufi prayer scarves, incense 

kits) were used not only for income but to 

extend ritual engagement beyond the stage. 

This supports emerging literature on 

entrepreneurial aesthetics. (8.Mc Robbie, A 

(2016), where affect and belief become 

strategic resources in cultural production. 

Emergent Model: Sacred-Performative 

Spectrum 

A conceptual model emerged positioning 

performances along a Sacred–Performative 

Spectrum, with three axes: 

● Intention: Worship vs. Representation 

● Audience Role: Participant vs. 

Observer 

● Aesthetic Strategy: Minimalist ritual 

vs. Multimedia spectacle 

Most groups hovered in the hybrid zone, 

blending reverence with critical distance, 

thereby redefining how faith can be staged in 

modernity. 

 Summary 

This synthesis shows that ritualistic 

storytelling in modern theatre is: 

● Theologically adaptive, drawing on 

pluralistic faith traditions. 

● Affectively potent, generating 

communal and transformative experiences. 

● Strategically positioned, negotiating 

between belief, art, and commerce. 

It disrupts binaries between sacred/profane, 

traditional/modern, and devotional/aesthetic, 

offering a new paradigm of performing 

faith.

Analysis and Synthesis 

Table 2: Thematic Codes and their Representations in Performances 

Theme Description Example Observations 

Sacrality Presence of divine, symbolic, or 

sacred acts 

Fire rituals, chanting, Indian 

stations of the Bow Arrow  

Ritual Structure Organized, repeatable sequences 

in staging 

Opening invocations, 

purification, crescendo, offering 

Audience 

Engagement 

How audiences interact 

emotionally and intellectually 

YouTube comments, live chat, 

local feedback sessions 
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Interfaith 

Dynamics 

Co-performance of diverse 

religious ideas 

Hindu-Muslim narratives, 

Hindu-Islamic blend in symbols 

Narrative 

Adaptation 

How sacred texts and stories are 

updated for today 

Use of contemporary language, 

digital scenography, hybrid 

idioms 

Here, you can see how the thematic codes—

like sacredness, narrative adaptation, and   

ritual structure—manifested across the 

different performances. These codes emerged 

through recurring motifs, performance 

techniques, and audience interactions, 

illustrating the depth of ritual storytelling in 

each group 

Reframing Ritual as Performative 

Epistemology 

The research demonstrates that ritual 

storytelling in theatre is not a sentimental 

reverse to tradition but a performative 

epistemology—a form of knowing and 

communicating belief in the body, voice, and 

space. It is consistent with Turner's 

communitas (1.Turner,V (1982), in which 

sacred and social merge into embodied 

solidarity for a brief duration. In this context, 

ritual acts both as content and approach. 

Theatrical Sacredness Beyond Text 

The performances under study didn't depend 

on religious texts but drew upon oral 

narrative, affective atmospheres, and sensory 

memory. This confirms Schechner's theory of 

performance as "twice-behaved behaviour" 

(2.Schechner,R 1985), but with a religious 

purpose—performance of faith becomes 

restorative and redemptive. 

Entrepreneurial Ritualism in the Creative 

Economy 

Whilst ritual has conventionally been 

understood as non-commercial, these 

collectives negotiated the creative economy 

using entrepreneurial ritualism: 

commodifying faith-based spectacle without 

selling out their sanctity. Crowdfunding, 

participatory workshops with the audience, 

and ritual commodities (garlands, flowers, 

merchandise clothing, incense kits) were 

employed both for revenue and to carry ritual 

experience beyond the stage. 
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This corroborates new work on 

entrepreneurial aesthetics (8.McRobbie, 

2016), in which affect, and belief are utilized 

as strategic capitals in cultural production. 

Emergent Model: Sacred-Performative 

Spectrum 

A theoretical model broke out placing 

performances on a Sacred–Performative 

Spectrum, with three axes: 

•Intention: Worship vs. Representation 

•Audience Role: Participant vs. Observer 

•Aesthetic Strategy: Minimalist ritual vs. 

Multimedia spectacle 

Most groups teetered in the hybrid zone, 

combining reverence and critical distance, 

thus redefining how faith can be staged in 

modernity. 

Summary 

This synthesis reveals that ritualistic 

storytelling in contemporary theatre is: 

•Theologically adaptive, drawing on 

pluralistic faith traditions. 

•Emotionally effective, creating communal 

and transformative moments. 

•Strategically located, mediating among 

faith, art, and commerce. 

It challenges oppositions between 

sacred/profane, traditional/modern, and 

devotional/aesthetic, and presents a new 

model of performing religion. 

 

Discussion 

Key Findings in Context 

This research concludes that modern 

ritualistic storytelling on stage is both a 

spiritual modality and an artistic practice, 

providing hybrid space in which faith is 

lived, performed, and adapted. The embodied 

rituals, multisensory aesthetics, and 

engagement with the audience indicate the 

return of post-secular types of performance, 

complementing research on embodied 

religiosity and affective dramaturgy 

(11.Meyer, 2006; 12.Lindholm, 2011). 

Comparison with Existing Literature 

Where previous research into the religious 

theatre tended to concentrate on scriptural 

accuracy or liturgical purpose (9.Chapple & 

Kattenbelt, 2006), this research prioritizes 

ritual invention and political resistance. The 

results concur with hooks' (2001)10., 

perception of art as a healing space and 

Turner's (1982) liminality, but develop these 

by proposing entrepreneurial measures that 

support faith-based art within a digital 

economy. 
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Unlike traditional binaries of sacred/secular 

or high art/folk ritual, theatre practices here 

are in motion, underwriting Schechner's 

2.(1985) "restored behavior" model 

incorporating platform dynamics and 

intersectional identities missing from 

previous analyses. 

Main Research Contributions 

• Presents entrepreneurial ritualism, the 

integration of affective devotion and cultural 

monetization. 

• Suggests a Sacred–Performative 

Spectrum, presenting a heuristic for 

categorizing faith-based performance. 

•Identifies intersectional and postcolonial 

perspectives in contemporary ritual narrative, 

particularly in Indian and diasporic settings. 

•Provides a methodological template for 

research into performative religion through 

digital ethnography and thematic analysis. 

This research is a contribution to 

performance studies, religious studies, and 

creative industries research, bridging gaps 

between ritual theory, art entrepreneurship, 

and digital cultural production. 

Conclusion 

This research investigated how new theatre 

makers work with ritualistic storytelling to 

enact faith in new, hybrid modes. In 

qualitative examination of three case 

studies—rural, urban, and diasporic 

settings—it established that theatre these 

days does not simply represent belief, but 

performs it anew through sensorial 

dramaturgy, embodied practice, and 

entrepreneurial imagination. 

The conclusions contradict reductionist 

dualities of tradition and modernity, 

demonstrating that religious theatre is both 

theologically meaningful and culturally 

responsive. Creatives use ritual as message 

and medium, combining various holy forms 

while confronting censorship, funding 

discrimination, and digital algorithmic limits. 

This article adds to an emerging literature 

that places performance at the nexus of 

aesthetics, affect, religion, and commerce 

and provides new paradigms like 

entrepreneurial ritualism and the Sacred–

Performative Spectrum for future studies. 

Theoretical Implications 

The study puts forward a post-secular theory 

of performance in which religion is neither 

privatized nor proselytized but enacted in 

plural, affective, and politicized forms. It 

extends the field of ritual studies to 

entrepreneurial and digital dynamics and 
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provides a wider perspective of sacred theatre 

in the 21st century. 

Strategic Recommendations 

•Arts policy must acknowledge and subsidize 

faith-based performance as a legitimate 

cultural form that fosters pluralism and social 

reflection. 

•Curricula in performing arts education ought 

to incorporate modules on ritual dramaturgy 

and sacred aesthetics, integrating practice 

and theory. 

•Online platforms must evolve moderation 

policies to better differentiate sacred 

performances from injurious content. 

Future Research Directions 

Future research might address: 

•Longitudinal effects of ritual theatre on 

audiences' belief systems and cultural 

identities. 

•Cross-cultural analysis of ritual storytelling 

in African, Latin American, or Indigenous 

traditions. 

•AI and immersive technology in creating 

virtual ritual theatre experiences. 

Finally, this research emphasizes that in a 

more secularized but spiritually interested 

world, the theatre is a compelling altar—

where the divine is not simply recalled, but 

remade. 
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