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Abstract

This thesis explores the interconnecting themes of time, death and the subjective in relation
to performance, the performative and the critical act of writing. It is structured as a
heterogenous series of case studies of a range of performed and petformative events, each
offering a focus for an investigation of how the key terms of time and death operate in and
around that event, and of how those terms lead to other ateas of investigation. It deploys
analytical and conceptual frameworks from, amongst others, the disciplines of
psychoanalysis, queer theory, cultural studies, the visual arts, literary theory and
petformance studies to develop a series of interdisciplinary readings of subjects including

the performative construction of subjectivity, the temporality of photography, the temporal

and spatial aspects of domestic architecture in relation to performance and installation, and

the epistolary exchange as performance event.

The thesis also addresses the problematics of how to engage in the process of critical
wiiting in response to the ephemerality of performance, and theorises “performative
writing” in relation to the broader themes of time and death. A range of textual forms ate
deployed in the text, including fictional autobiography, love letters, instructions for
scientific experiments, prose poems and fragmented essays in multiple voices. Dy
repeatedly reinventing the form through which the writing is presented, the thesis also
implicitly explores the limits of textuality in the context of the creation and presentation of

the doctoral thesis itself.
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London

12" December 2002

Dear You

I had a dream again last night. It is a dream I have often. I dream I am a writer. I dream I
am a condemned writer, although I can’t remember which of my many misdemeanours I
am being condemned for. It seems I have transgressed too many boundaties, one too
many, one step too far. I remember it is winter, and it is raining - not the chill romance of
ice and snow, but the humiliating cold reality of wind-blown rain. And I remember that 1n
my dream, I have alteady been executed a number of times before, that this 1s not the first
of many deaths accorded me, but I remember thinking that this time is different, that this
time is for teal, and that this time is the last time. And I am standing freezing wet in front
of a high brick wall, and a firing squad aims up at me. And pull back the triggers. And fire.
And in that precise instant, that electric ‘now’ that almost, almost, almost becomes a ‘then’,

as the bullets fly towards me, a voice speaks. Speaks out, to me. And the voice says that 1

am granted another year to live, to write, to finish the work I had begun many years before.
And in my dream, then, time begins to blut, like oil on water, like a riverbank falling away
during a flood, and I begin to write. I began to write. I am going to begin to write. 1 write
all day that first day, as the sun moves hidden across the sky and the rain falls harder, and

fall into sleep exhausted. The following morning, when I wake, I discover that the pages

that had been scratched and blotted with ink only hours before had faded back to pure
clean white, to empty anticipating blankness. And again, I begin to write. And the next

morning, there is nothing there where before my words had run across the page. And
every night I fall away from a mass of words and evety morning I awake to empty
anticipating whiteness. And as I write, and I write for weeks, then months, then finally all
but all that year, a single drop of rain runs quickly down my frozen cheek, the last mouthful
of smoke from a last cigarette disappears into the cold, wet air. And finally, 1n my dream,
defeated by the words themselves, I put down my pencil, and close my notebook, and look
up out of my window, at a line of men, rifles, and the cold hard sheets of rain. That had
begun to turn into snow. And just then, as I look, the volley of rifle fire, released only a

fraction of a second before, and yet a whole year before, fotever before, i1n 2 moment lost
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to me, now doubly lost through my waking from that dream, cuts through my chest and

strikes me in the silence at the heatt.

And if I asked you now — or perhaps later, quietly, in the stillness of the night - would you

help me work out what this dream might mean?’

I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Dra




Introduction, or, Start Time:

The Terrain of the Writing




Written with Time: Writing, Petrformance and Repetition

13" May 2000, 5:35pm

I have spent considerable time now pondering how to begin, so I begin with a date, and a time. My own
temporal existence slips into the text, the movement of my body across the keys of my computer judders onto

the screen; the time I give to this work s sliced away from my life as I read. And write. And watch, and
watch myself shifting through time as 1 sit here, the blank screen of my computer looking back at me,
waiting. 1 bave spent considerable time now pondering how to begin again; shall I Jeap into a thematic
exposition, quickly segue into development, step back and contextualise contextualise contexitualise
(tyrannical mantra that gathers time around it like a shroud)? Should 1 begin with a foray into
performative writing, a preview, prologue, opening, followed by resolution, run through into explanation and
paranoid defence? How can I mark myself, my time, the queerness of my working, the imminence of my

death (even another seventy years — my plan — seems imminent to me) — the very themes that confound me
here at the start — here in my text? I cannot begin to fathom, so I begin with a date, and a time, 13" May
2000, 5:35pm. And as I sit bere writing across time and space, marking my existence in a million tiny
dots of fading ink, this time slips away from me. And as it trickles away I come across another date. 30 ”
March 2000, 7:17pm, and feel myself sliding into a vertiginous well, a whirlpool that leaves me balanced
on the edge of a drop down into my own past, a past that was written toward my own future (how will this
sound to me in three, five, seven years’ time, as I read and re-read this text?). As I write here towards a
different future (it is you I am writing for, reader, though I don’t know who you are, where you are, when
you are), I stumble across my own past, trip over and hang bung from the classical italic of a curling m),

swinging. And the million tiny dots shimmer, and continue to fade. 1 have spent considerable time now,

wondering how to begin. So. To begin.

30" March 2000, 7:17 pm
‘The language of our dialogue might constantly destroy the possibility of saying that of
which we are speaking.”

In her text Unmarked, Peggy Phelan begins to theorise the potential value of critical
attention to precisely those elements of cultural discourse that are rendered invisible,
unclear, and unstable — in order to reclaim, for the left, a politics of negativity and absence
which she offers against what she identifies as the reductive agendas of politics based in
visibility, (self-)ptesence, and representation. She calls for the construction of ‘a way of
knowing which does not take surveillance of the object, visible or otherwise, as its chief

aim’ [Phelan, 1993: 1-2]. In Phelan’s thesis, live performance offers a kind of ‘existence
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without reproduction’, which she valorises against a capitalist representational and political
economy that increasingly accords value to cultural artefacts (pcople, performances,
political ideals) only to the extent that they are reproducible and grounded in the potential
for stable and self-identical repetition. She elaborates a thcory of absence and
disappearance that te-matks the ‘unmarked’ (that which is rendered outside of
representation itself) as the source of a viable, if admittedly difficult, cultural politics.

In elaborating her theory of the ‘unmarked’, and precisely because she constructs live
performance as the paradigm for these ideas®, Phelan also acknowledges the paradoxes
attendant upon the act of writing about (re-presenting) something that is marked as
valuable precisely because it cannot be reptesented. Invoking a Derridean problematisation
of writing itself, Phelan proposes a kind of ‘petformative writing’, a writing strategy that 1s
characterised not as a constative representation of the petformances about which one
writes, but as a series of performative utterances that re-create (te-do) and echo absent
performances in the moment of reading [Ibid: 149]. In this, Phelan begins to suggest
form of writing that I am interested in both theorising and in stylistically and conceptually
engaging in the writing of this text.

The trope of the “performative” in literary theory (a theory or set of theoties that
necessarily connect to any theory of writing) derives significantly from the work and
writings of JL Austin, who published his tteatise on “otdinary language philosophy” 1n
1902. For Austin, a performative speech act is one which ¢ffects something in its utterance:
to say ‘I promise’, ‘I beg you’, or ‘I do’ (in the ceremony of the heterosexualisation of the
social bond that is Austin’s paradigmatic example) is to promise, to beg, or to become

married. The performative creates something as its effect, whether this is a promise, plea,

ot normatively sanctified relationship. If we take Austin’s performative as one of the entty
points of notions of performativity into contemporaty critical theory and performance
studies, and from that begin to extrapolate a theory and practice of performative critical
writing, we begin to move towards a textual style and form that must also produce sometiing
as its effect. One challenge implicit in Phelan’s ideas is for the experiencing (by the reader) of
this ‘something’ to mitror ot echo the experiencing (by the spectator/writer) of the live
petformances which are being written about in these ‘performative’ ways. Phelan’s implicit
call for the creation of new forms of critical writing (forms, as opposed to formt, fot of course
performative writing has to be at least as heterogeneous as performance itself) has been

taken up by writers, critics and academics at several sites in the landscape of contemporaty

petformance studies, and is a fundamental aspect of my own project. (30”' Decemnber 2002:

8.15 am) 1 shall more fully consider this landscape of performative writing later in this

chapter, but wish hete to linger longer with Peggy Phelan, as her theories and philosophies
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(and poetics) of performance underpin much of this thesis and provide many of its points

of departure.

In coterminously developing a theory of the potential value of performance as a ptime site
of the unmarked, and of the demands for new forms of critical and textual engagement

with performance itself, Phelan notes:

Defined by its ephemeral nature, performance art cannot be documented
(when it 1s, it turns into that document — a photograph, a stage design, a video
tape, and ceases to be performance art)...it becomes increasingly imperative to
find a way to remember the undocumentable, unteproducible...the paradox 1s

that in writing a testimony to the power of the undocumentable and

nonreproductive I engage the document of the written reproducible text itself

[1bid: 31]

The ‘ephemerality’ that forms the basis of the ontology of petformance® in Phelan’s texts is
an ontology based on a certain apprehension of #emporality — based on linearity and unity -
and this particular approach to conceiving time remains latrgely untheorised in her wotk. In
this thesis, I also mainly deploy an apprehension of temporality based on linearty (the
image and metaphor of ‘time’s arrow’), and this linear construction of time is certainly that
upon which ideas of petformance’s transience are predicated in current performance
theory. Whilst basing much of this thesis on this linear conception of time, I wish to
acknowledge that this way of conceiving of time and the temporal is a cultural, social and
historical construction, and that contemporary ideas from both philosophy and science
might challenge this conception. However, it is not the overall aim of this thesis to
investigate or advance these theories and philosophies of time per se. Rather, I use time
and the temporal as means through which to examine and consider a range of aspects of
petformance and the performative, in which time is a common characteristic but not

necessatily a main focus’.

It is principally the impact of the ephemerality of performance upon the production of
writing about performance that gives rise to Phelan’s critical anxiety and problematisation of

writing itself. One way in which this anxiety manifests itself in her text is through an
unexpected vocabulary of quantum physics, which is used as a model for the impossibility

of ever objectively writing about performance:
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The attempt to measure quantum energy with macroscopic instruments
transforms and “contaminates” the form of that energy. Observation and

measurement themselves both absotb and emit energy; thus the act of

observation transforms the activity observed. [Ibid: 116].

This location of the (supposedly neutral) scientific obsetver within the outcome of the
(supposedly controlled) experiment is mirroted in performance ctiticism by the necessary
location of the critical viewer in any interpretation and re-presentation of a live event.
What has been made clear through the deconstructive and fragmenting strategies of
poststructuralism and postmodernism (for example, as they coalesce under the rubric of
reception theoty) is that there is no strictly authoritarian meaning located in any work of
art, and that any act of viewing is an act of creation, an act of re-writing provisional

meanings that may or may not accord themselves to the “intended meaning” of the artist.

In this Barthesian jowissance of re-writing performances, the ctitic is znevitably left in a
position in which ‘to write about’ comes actually to mean ‘to write’ (that is, to effect, to
create). Following Phelan’s concerns about the conservative - as in preservative - attitudes
of much critical performance scholarship, I intend to develop a writing style here that does
not represent or attempt to ‘fix’ absent performances through a thetoric of straightforward
desctiption and secure interpretation (a project that would alter the reality of those
performance even as it tried to impartially represent them, like the scientist’s presence
distorting the behaviour of particles in her experiment), but which, instead, evokes the
embodied time of their original experiencing through a self-consciousness that echoes and
remembers them, at the same time as acknowledging that their very existence was
predicated on the inevitability of their immediate disappearance. As Phelan says, ‘the
challenge raised by the ontological claims of performance for writing is to re-matk again
the performative possibilities of writing itself [Ibid: 148]. All this is not to suggest that I
seek to install the writer/reader in the place of absent petrformance as the site of any
potential performative political action; it is, rather, an acknowledgement of the much more
profoundly complex problems that inhere in the relationships between performance and

writing, and the necessarily fraught relationship to political agency that such problems

create.

Of course, the idea that writing itself can be petformative (in the Austinian sense, in

relation to ‘ordinary language philosophy’) is not new. Barthes sought to re-matk writing
as a certain kind of doing. He writes: ‘writing can no longer be designated as an operation of

recording. ..rather, it designates exactly what linguistics, referring to Oxford philosophy,
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call 2 performative...in which the enunciation has no other content...than the act by which
it 1s uttered’ [Barthes, cited in Heath, cited in Spivak, 1995: 222]. Performative writing
should be a kind of affectivity — something to be expetienced by the reader in the moments
of reading; a #ime-based activity, temporalised and transient like petformance itself. As I
shall later discuss, this rendets performative wtiting more or less explicitly as a writing of
time and a writing of death, leading as such to a kind of writing of identity, and an erotic
writing of sexuality, in which ‘the writer’s loss of the petformet’s presence mimics the loss
of the reader’s loss of the writer’s presence’ [Phelan, 1993a: 21].

It 1s not a little ironic, however, that in proposing a performative writing that seeks to
evade the enervating impulse to re-present and repeat performances in words, Phelan relies
on a strictly Derridean undetstanding of the petformative utterance, writing as she does
from a cleatly poststructuralist perspective. For Austin, the petformative speech act only
‘succeeds’ if it is uttered in a ‘pure’ context, a context which does not allow for repetition

(for example, a performative is rendered invalid if uttered by an actor onstage).
Additionally, Austin insists, essential predicates for the ‘felicitous’ functioning of the
petformative are those of ‘ordinariness’ of context and ‘approptiateness’ of the speaker.
Following Austin, Judith Butler identifies ‘the paradigmatic form for those speech acts that
bring about what they name’ [Butler, 1993: 224], as the ““I do (sc. take this woman to be
my lawful wedded wife)” - as utteted in the course of the matriage ceremony’ [Austin, 1962:
1]. Austin has suggested that in order for this performative to operate ‘cotrectly’, not only
must the person - presumed, obviously, to be male - pronouncing this performative
utterance qualify to do so (that is, in this example, not already be contracted in a Christian
marriage, with a wife still sane and living), but also that the context must be ‘ordinary’ and
‘proper.” Again, Austin’s paradigm for that un-ordinary, im-proper or in-cotrect context is
the uttering of the performative by an actor on the stage, ot in soliloquy: a significant
example of ‘parasiticity’ in any subsequent consideration of the connections between the
petformative and petformance. Indeed, it is pethaps surptising that there has been such

conflation of the notions of performance and performativity when Austin has so

vehemently attempted to artest the union of the two:

A performative utterance will, for example, be in a peculiar way hollow or void if
sald by an actor on the stage..or spoken in soliloquy..language in such
circumstances is...used not seriously, but in ways parasitic upon its normal use -

ways which fall under the doctrine of the etiolations of language [Ibid: 5] g
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In his re-reading of Austin, Derrida reveals how in fact the petformative speech act only
operates as a performative in as much as it is matked by the vety possibility for repctition.
It is the possible repeatability of the performative (a concept grounded in a linear
temporality) that invests it with the authority, the ‘power’, for it to operate as such. The
notion of the abnormal, parasitic use of the speech act is necessartly excluded by Austin as
outside of ‘ordinary’ language. As such, the exclusion of these usages becomes a constitutive
one upon which the theory of successful speech acts is based. In Signature Event Context, his
response to Austin, Dettida dryly points out that ‘the value of risk or of being open to
failure...is an essential predicate ot /aw’ and asks ‘what is a success when the possibility of
failure continues to constitute its structure?” [Derrida, 1981: 324]. Derrida’s essay
postulates several critical responses to Austin, and whilst being patticularly pertinent to the
ongoing critique of the privileging of speech over writing in Western metaphysical
philosophy (the focus of the Derridean project), it also provides mote local means to begin
the deconstruction of Austin’s otdinary language philosophy.

Central to this critique is the notion of citation, a concept which, together with
repetition and the very idea of performativity itself, takes on fundamental importance in
Butlerian queer theory (as I shall discuss in chapter one), and which is characteristic of that
very parasiticity - (re)citation of a speech act by an actor or in soliloquy - which Austin

resists:

For finally, is not what Austin excludes as anomalous, exceptional, “non-
serious,” that is «fation.the determined modification of a general

citationality...a general iterability - without which there would not even be 2
“successful” performative?’ [Ibid: 325].

For Derrida, the performative can only be successful if it repeats an iterable or coded
statement - the words used in petformative utterances, such as the ‘I do’ or the ‘Il
pronounce you’ can only ever accomplish their effect if they conform to and cite an
iterable model. Like the chain of itetation that invests Barthes’ words that I have
reptoduced here (myself citing Spivak citing Heath citing Barthes) with a scholarly
authority, the performative only succeeds as a petformative if it is iterable, if it offers itself
up for citation. The performative utterance draws its ‘force’ not from a prior authority ot

‘approptiateness’ to be found somehow within the speaker, but rather fhroxgh the

invocation of convention, the citation of law. Consideration of how the performative
tends to include such declarations as those of ownership, legal sentencing, baptism,

marriage, and so on, and how it is implicated, as Butler has pointed out, ‘in a netwotk of
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authotisation and punishment’ [Butler, 1993: 225], can begin to suggest the function of
speech acts within the regulation of subjectivity and sexuality: within the valorisation and
reproduction of the (sexual) status quo.’ Indeed, it would paradoxically appear that it 1s
only through his own seemingly endless citation that Austin’s (normative) paradigm of the
heterosexualisation of the social bond can assume its reified position as exemplary of the
felicitous functioning of the performative. Part of the recent critical and theoretical project
that has rediscovered the productive potential of the performative® has been to critically
resignify Austin’s normative imperatives, a project that enables an otherwise problematic
concept to be deployed and developed in the critical and political discourses of the left.
And, as I have already outlined with regards to Phelan, performative writing is part of this

project, especially in relation to the discourses and politics of performance and
performance studies.
(13” July 2000, 2:55 pm) So, in developing a theory and a model of performative writing |

that implicitly draws on Dertidean rereadings/rewritings of Austin — and it is important to
remember that this development is pursued precisely as a means of responding to the
unrepeatability of petformance itself — Phelan suggests a conceptual form that can only
operate ‘performatively’ to the extent that it is possible for it to be repeated. In this sense,
and especially if we accept the idea that performance — grounded as it is in a linear
temporality — cannot be repeated, what Phelan calls for in her move towards performative
writing, is a writing that appeats at first to be, in fact, nothing like performance.” Indeed it
is through the convention of the ‘repeated re-presentation’ that performative writing
acknowledges and matks the liveness of the original performance, even if that re-
presentation seeks to find a non-reflective form for writing. However, it is crucial to
remember that, as Judith Butler has pointed out, self-identical repetition is impossible, and
that in fact repetition is always already marked as “repetition with difference”. Elizabeth
Grosz suggests that ‘repetition engenders a version of the same without any presumption
of identity. Strictly speaking, exact repetition remains impossible’ [Grosz, 1995: 199]. Any
conception of time which is linear reveals repetition as that which is marked by difference.
Phelan herself writes, acknowledging this tension, that ‘the linguistic petrformative, then,
like performance art, cannot be exactly repeated or reproduced.’w The repetitions inherent
in performative writing mark out the differences between the lived expetience of
watching/doing live performance and the later experiences of writing and of reading,
differences which might be ovetlooked or underacknowledged in the processes of re-
presenting live performance through the technologies of writing. Performative writing 1s
not necessarily set against other forms of critical writing — indeed, as Phelan states to even

“name this “performative writing” is redundant since all good critical writing enacts
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something in excess of the thing that motivates it” [Phelan, 1997: 12] — but it does mark
itself as different through its foregrounding of the chain of repetitions inherent in doing,
seeing, writing and reading, and through its foregrounding of the inevitable differences that
underpin those repetitions. It therefore highlights, through its naming as “performative
writing” and through its explorations of form and theory of wnting, the differences
between those critical writings which claims to impattially represent and describe live
performance, and those that acknowledges the loss, separation and inevitably altered acts of
tepetition that underpin writing itself. Marking itself in difference, petformative writing
remembers the “liveness” of performance — with all the connotations of dynamism,
mutablility and instability that the word and the state “liveness” imply - unlike
conservative, preserving models of writing that attempt to fix performance and render it
statically as ‘the same’. In this way, repetition, by virtue of differance (with an 4)", finally
re-affirms rather than undermines the necessaty connections between performance and

performative writing: it is the only ever apparent repetitions inherent in poststructuralist
ideas of performativity that ultimately succeed in acknowledging the connection between
performative writing and the untepeatability of performance. Performative writing
becomes performative — takes on the form of an effective temporal event rather than a
static representational text — because it acknowledges that as the performative text itself
unfolds through time, through multiple and ongoing readings, it is constantly reinvented,
reimagined and rewritten (30” December 2002, 8.31 am). 1t is the repetitive acts of reading
that matk the performative text as performative, that invest it with its status as the already

and always shifting horizon of the event.

Despite some concetns about the extent to which performative writing is entangled in 2
confusion of repetition (and I think this stems from the ongoing interplay of concepts of
‘the performative’ detived variously and differently from performance and theatre studies,
linguistics, poststructuralism and queer theoty), I remain deeply committed to the idea of
developing a writing style which avoids straightforward representation and description of
absent performances, and which instead seeks to evoke, re-embody and translate
performance into an act of writing that is further translated and re-embodied by ongoing
acts of reading. (13° May 2000, 3:47pm) Pethaps it is in this repetitive chain of iterations,
writings and re-readings that the Derridean sense of the petformative comes through in yet
another way. Writing which is a process of doing, of creation, will initiate a reaction
through which each reader will repeat and re-enact the process of construction of affective,
corporeal, productive meanings, finally giving both the performance that enters into critical

discourse, and this experimental and risky form of writing, the iterative mark of

16



performative authority, enabling new petformances of reading and re-writing that evoke
and remember the expetiencing of the performances that shadow writing as ghosts in the
syntactical machine. In this sense, my own academic performance at the site of the
creation of this text renders a piece of writing that is both a ‘repetition’ of the
performances I will/have studied, and at the same time the cteation of a new performative
event (the event of the writing of the thesis itself, the event of reading) that is consciously
and deliberately non-fixative, that allows these petformances to slip and slide into and to
remain in the troubled space of memorty; a calling into being that at once is a celebration of
and mourning for non-being. I will return throughout this thesis to this idea that the thesis
itself, as a piece of petformative writing, is as grounded in time, death and the erotic'? as
any performance; that the temporal processes of writing and reading that gtve rise to the
thesis invest it with its own status and significance as an aesthetic and performative (as well

as theoretical, pedagogical and investigative) process and event.

(30° December 2002: 8.54 am, editing) As I have already suggested, this is far from the first
attempt to conceive of such a writing style within the discourses of performance studies.
The journal Performance Research has, since its inception, explored the possibilities inherent 1n
critical and scholatly writing, following an editorial aesthetic which Claite MacDonald has
recently (note — 14" August 2000, 1:13pm) described as ‘curating for the page’ [MacDonald,
1999]". The First Annual Petformance Studies Conference in New Yotk in 1995 began to
map and theorise the discourse of petformative writing, and certainly helped mark out the
provisional parameters of the field. Recent texts including Matthew Goulish’s 37
Microlectures, Tim Etchell's Certain Fragments, the mult-disciplinary Shattered Anatomies (a
" boxed collection of objects, texts and critical theory); and Jane Blocket’s Where is Ana
Mendieta? are indicative but by no means exhaustive examples of forays into petformative

writing as a form of ‘textual intercourse’*.

This allusion to the erotics of writing, to the mechanisms of absence and desire that
underpin the very act of writing itself, is crucially important in the conceptualisation of the
idea of ‘performative writing’. It is precisely a certain kind of desire, the desite to both
repeat and re-evoke petformance in writing and to write towards the disappearance, the
absence of that performance, that animates and originates performative writing, at least as 1
understand and develop its meaning here. Indeed, the evanescence of performance and the

inevitable structures of memoty that filter it through consciousness into writing, compatre
to the evanescences and the acts of thwarted remembrance that characterise the

experiencing of sexual pleasure and desire:
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(erotic pleasures are evanescent; they are forgotten almost as they occut); the
memory of “what happened,” or movements, settings, gestures, behavior may
be open to reminiscence, but the intensity of pleasure, the sensations of
voluptuousness, the ache of desire have to be revivified in order to be recalled.
In this case, there is not recollection but tecreation, or tather, creation,
production...this repetition (or rather, the inherent openness of these practices

to repetition) produces the intensity of affect, pleasute or pain; but can never

repeat its initlal occurrence [Grosz, 1995: 195, 199].

Petformative writing is both a writing of and a writing for desite, and wtiting about bodies
and pleasures that have already slipped away. Itis a productive, a reproductive act: a sexual
reproduction; not a production of children, ot relationships, but a production anew of hazy
desires, fleeting pleasures, a shuddering re-enactment and re-expetiencing that slides across

the performing body through my body (through the tips of my fingers, across the
keyboatd, across space and time) and into your body, between my fingertips and your eyes.
It promises deliverance, but finally fails to deliver, and finds perverse pleasure in that
failure, in that loss.

In developing these models of the erotics, the desire of writing, Phelan has positioned
herself at the front of a’critical campaign, and her book Mourning Sex both offers examples
of performative writing styles, and also continues her development of the conceptual idea

of petformative wnting itself, as introduced in and through Unmarked. Refetring to

Mertleau-Ponty, Phelan states that:

Petformative writing is an attempt to find a form for “what philosophy wishes
all the same to say”. Rather than describing the performance event in “ditect

signification”...] want this writing to enact the affective force of the

petformance event again, as it plays itself out in an ongoing temporality
[Phelan, 1997: 11-12].

Performative writing is also a writing of and for the past, that projects itself into an
unknowable future. It is poised against ‘wtiting that threatens to dehydrate petformance ot
that subordinates performative temporalities to the spatial and alien(ating) conventions of
the (scholarly) “text™ [Pollock, 1998:79]. In constructing its meanings in relation to both a
lost past and an unknown future, and in moving from desiccation towards fluidity,
performative writing cannot be fixed, transcending time or context, its submerged

meanings and knowledges cannot be guaranteed. This might present a dangerous risk for
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academic writing, with its operation as patt of a network of epistemological fields in which
validation, confirmation and conclusion are often centrally located. With these emphases,
academic writing often avoids contradiction, conceptual leakage and the inarticulable dark
gaps and crevices that form the limits of the known, the critical and the writable. Of
course, performance studies is one context in which the potentials inherent in these spaces
is sought and celebrated, and it is performance studies’ own inherent interdisciplinarity,
interculturalism and interarticulation with other aesthetic and academic disciplines that
make 1t, as Schechner states, “inherently unstable” [Schechner, 1998: 360].

The re-1magination of writing as petformative — and the pursuit of this in a context which
is quixotic and dynamic — might be seen as a kind of queeting, through which theoretical
boundaries are stretched and transgressed; across which critical fluids leak and flow (like a
fibrous, rhizomatic, slippery, Deleuzo-Guattatian line of flight); and out of which new

critical forms emerge only to disappear again, are manifested only to vanish; slide into the

light only to be teplaced by their others, like the petformances that shadow and haunt
(these metaphors of death are not accidental) the wotds 1 present to you here. Della Pollock

suggests that:

Performative writing is queet, even in the old, now twisted, now queered sense
of “queer” as oddly familiar, strange even in its bent similarity to what
common sense calls “good”. Performative writing is an itinerant in the land of
good writing. It travels side by side with normative performances of textuality,
sometimes even passing for the “same”, but always drawing its energy from a

critical difference, from the possibility that it may always be otherwise than
what it seems [Pollock, 1998: 97].

My interpretation of ‘petformative writing’ is informed by my particular focuses on time
and death (and through these, sexuality and subjectivity). Pollock has made it very clear
that performative writing can not be an homogenous form, but rather is a composite of a
range of conceptual and formal possibilities which will shift with context, time and
necessity: She describes it as ‘its own fulfilment of form, in what amounts to its
pettormance of itself, a particular, historical, telation (agnostic, dialogic, erotic) between
author-subjects, teading subjects and subjects written/read.’” [Pollock, 1998: 78-79, my
emphases], and continues that it ‘is thus no more and no less formally intelligible than a
road sign or a landmark...its meanings are contextual. It takes no value from the context-
map 1n which it is located, and which it simultaneously marks, determines and transforms.’

[Ibid: 79]- This latter irnagc of the context-map is also reminiscent of the Deleuzo-
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Guattarian cartographic trope which is posited against the vertical and linear model of the
atboreality of knowledge.

Performative writing 1s evocative and liminal, allied to possibilities rather than validities;
it is metonymic, as 1t excites and generates difference and displaces the representations that
underpin conservative models of scholatly enquiry; it is subjective, as it is written from the
already multiple position of the poststructuralist self, and it generates new selves (reading
selves as well as writing selves) as its effects. It is nervous, as it operates synaptically across
gaps, interconnections, interstices, intertextualities and interruptions; it is citational, because
it 1s full of quotations, references, and multiple voices (it is heteroglossic) and because it
reveals each writing as a re-writing and each reading as a re-reading and a re-writing; it 1s

consequential, because it 1s concerned, like performance, with the operation of actions and
effects, because it 1s constructive, it builds, it makes, it does, it is an always active, always

labile form [for a more expansive introduction to these ideas of some of the characteristics

of performative writing, see Pollock, 1998].

(12" July 2000, 1:44 prm) (30" December 2002, 9.01 am, edid) As well as being generated in
response to the temporality that enables and defines petformance, which demands of
performance scholatship a recognition of this temporality in writing itself; and in addition
to possessing a marked queerness (as well as all the characteristics suggested above),
petformative writing bears an absolute relation to death. If elements of performance
scholarship write towatrds presetvation, stasis and ongoing existence, performative critical
writing necessarily writes towards the opposite — towards extinction, mutability and
disappearance. As such, performative writing is implicitly a writing of death, or, to use a
phrase formulated by Adrian Heathfield, a ‘writing facing death’ [Heathfield, 1997]. In
psychoanalytic terms, this writing is a kind of trauma —~ a way of dealing with the violent
disappearance (and metaphoric death) of the object of one’s consciousness (which in strict
terms, psychoanalytically speaking, refers to the loss of the self). Cathy Caruth explicates
Freud’s notion of trauma as ‘the response to a sudden or unexpected threat of death that
happens too soon to be fully known, and is endlessly repeated in reenactments and
nightmares that attempt to relive, but in fact only miss again, the original event’ [Caruth,
1995b: 96; see also Heathfield, 1997). A reconfiguration of this passage in relation to
performance and petformance scholarship would re-cast the ‘death that happens too soon’

as the time-bound ending and disappeatance of live performance, performance that is too

transient to ever ‘be fully known’ in the lived experience of viewing'>. The ‘endlessly

repeated’ teenactments that ‘only miss again, the original event’ would be the very instances
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of critical writing and reading that I am trying to conceive of here, instances that celebrate

and repeat rather than bemoan and conceal that ‘missing’.

This 1s not to suggest that the conscious spectatorial experience in relation to
performance 1s standardised as the unbearable rapidity of that performance’s disappearance
(anyone who has forced themselves to sit through any truly awful and deadening
performance would beg to differ to that). Rather, it is to invoke the concept of the
sublime, the excess which potentially matks any live performance event, rendering it finally
impossible to decode and absotb and understand every aspect of performance in the
vanishing moments of its presentation. And just as trauma is the unconscious mechanism
for dealing with the radical alterity and incomptehensibility and sublimity of death —

simultaneously seeking to acknowledge or rehearse death and to deny it — so too
performative writing that writes towards death is a way of simultaneously accessing the

ghosts of lost petformances, and of acknowledging the profound and immediate loss of

those performances themselves.

The resolution of trauma in classical psychoanalysis involves the ‘dramatisation of the
past in the present’ [Phelan, 1998: 6] — that which Freud descnibes through the term
‘nachtriglichkeit” afterwardness — and so too does the resolution of the past events of
performance in the act of critical interpretation involve the reinscription of that past in the
present tense of writing. Performative writing, in attempting to evoke/invoke the past 1n
this textual present tense, and in the perpetually doubled - both future and present - tense
of reading, and in seeking to re-embody in textual terms corporeal bodies that have always
already been lost (and by the time you read this, that will include my body as well), 1s 2
manifestation of what Joseph Roach has described, in another context, as ‘the desire to
communicate physically with the past, a desire that roots itself in the ambivalent love of the
dead’ [Roach, 1998: 23). This ambivalence is echoed in contemporary discussions of the
problematics of documenting petformance, in which one should consider critical writing as
a kind of documentation. Tim Etchells desctibes his own corporeal expetience of writing

about petformance even as it slips away into memoty:

There are two bodies remembered then — mine and another — one written over

(or through) the other. I'm at the keyboard still and the distant ripples of
another person’s movement and my own past movement are playing through

the medium of my skin. Is this talking to the dead? [Etchells, 1999: 74]".

It should be clear, then, that the methodological decision in this thesis to approach

petformance, and indeed performance criticism, through the medium of petformative
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writing ~ through a form which foregrounds, embraces and celebrates that curative
‘afterwardness’ - is not only a reflection of a current development in performance theoty,

but also is a formal exposition of death and loss, the central thematics of my wotk.

Insubstantial Pageants: Connecting time and performance

To begin on this movement into a textual futute (which is already shadowed by my own
and others’ textual pasts), I wish to briefly consider the ways in which petformance has
been conceptualised in recent critical debate in a particular relationship to tempotality: as 2
paradigmatically transient and ephemeral artform. In the ongoing negotiation which sees
petformance and petformance studies sliding free, both aesthetically and conceptually, of
the history of theatre and theatre studies (with the attendant attention to the supposedly
transcendent drama of the literary text),"” the celebration and marking of performance’s

own fleeting existence (rather than the unquestioning production of its document, its tracc,

its recording) has become one of the tropes upon which the very ontology and
epistemology of ‘performance’ have been predicated [Phelan, 1993; George, 1996; Blocker,
1999].

(14" May 2000, 5:37pm) In The Tempest, Prospero conjures up a supernatural wedding
masque for the two young lovers, Miranda and Ferdinand, a gesture towards his own and
his daughter’s futures, futures mapped against the hidden geographies of their past (a past
attainable to Miranda only as the recollections, the narratives, the dreams of her father’s
memoty). Interrupted by the thought of a different future, Prospero shatters this illusion,
melancholic in his own mortality: These our actors, As I foretold you, were all spirits, and Are melted
into air, into thin air; And like the baseless fabric of this vision, The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous
palaces, The solemn temples, the great globe itself, Yea, all which it inberst, shall dissolve; And, like this
insubstantial pageant faded, Leave not a rack bebind. We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our

ittle life Is rounded with a skep (Act 4, Scene 1: 148-158). Conjured through Prospero’s magic,

the performance he creates is as fragile, as momentary, as ephemeral as he realises his own
little life to be. Thete is no trace, no telic, no remainder of this vision, except in his own
memory, his own beating mind. Perhaps Prospero, in realising the profound symbolic
value of the transience of performance, was the first postmodern petformance theorist.
Contemporary petformance studies has increasingly produced a library of Prospeto’s
books, catalogues which are vatiously marked against and towatds the very disappearance
of the ‘object’ of their contemplation. As for Prospero, so for many critical theotists of
petformance, one of the defining characteristics of performance itself (yea, all which it inhert)
is its own transience, impermanence and insubstantial pestures towards inevitable and

irrevocable endings. For Phelan, ‘performance and theatre are instances of enactments
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predicated on their own disappearance’ [Phelan, 1997: 2], and it is as a paradigm for the
productive value of the immaterial, the invisible, and the non-reproductive that Phelan
develops her model of performance-as-loss, a conceptualisation that is also typically
postmodern (it is worth remembering here that the shift from theatte to performance is
another model of postmodernity). Jane Blocker has identified loss, and the matking of

loss, as the central characteristics of postmodernism:

As an interpretive categoty, postmodernism is...the way we try to preserve a time

whose single most important characteristic is loss (the death of the author, the

instability of the signifier, the victory of the simulation over the real) [Blockert,
1999: 135)."°

For other performance theorists, these aesthetic and ontological characteristics
(impermanence, ephemerality, loss) are vatriously conceived as formal denials of the
immanence and status of the art object [see Sayre (1989) on the shift from art object to
petformance art]; as a romantic trope of the communitarian exchange between performer
and spectator in the unique time and space of petformance [MacRitchie, 1998]"; as means
of achieving a sense of ‘being there, then’ (or, rather, of ‘being here, now’) as the political
project of petformance itself [Etchells, 1998]; and as a defining characteristic which
distinguishes petformance from other, more self-stabilising, attforms. In this last respect,
David ER. George defines performances as ‘singular and unrepeatable events’ [George,
1996: 19] which exist only in the ‘time spaces of experience’ [Ibid: 21]. Although George’s

text falls foul of the very slippage into confusion of theatre and petformance which it seeks
to address (with an ovetlapping of acting/ doing; being/ representing which enables him to

conceive of the simultaneous and doubled ‘now and not now and not not now’ ot ‘here
and not here and not not here’ of a supposed performance epistemology — tropes which 1
would argue rely on the fictions of character and the apparatus of acting that define theatre,
but not necessatily performance), its phenomenological frame of reference insists upon the
foundational unrepeatability of performance, modelled of course on Phelan’s elegant
conception of petformance as ‘tepresentation without reproduction’ (a reptesentation
which George suggests is nevet of anything but performance itself, in a postmodern turn
of self-referentiality that marks its existence in real time — ‘this is a performance, you are
watching a performance, hete and now’). This idea of the ‘here and now’ of performance
is echoed by Cathy O’Dell in her discussion of the photographic documentation of
petformance art of the 1970s, which leads her to position photographic documentation and

the performance documented across the binary oppositions of the ‘spatial and temporal
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distinction at the heart of all representation — the distinction between the here and there,
now and then’ {[O’Dell, 1997: 76]. Of course, George’s assertion that performance 1s a
process of self-representation (a narcissistic, non-reproductive representation), challenges
O’Dell’s formulation (as do the explorations of petformative photography that I advance in
chapter three), but her attention to the unique temporality of performance nonetheless
presents itself again as a current fascination of much performance theory.”

(14" May 2000, 5:37pm/ 18" July 2000, 8:15pm) It is precisely against this trope that Philip
Auslander’s recent publication Liveness is positioned. In this text, Auslander 1s concerned to
counter the trend in the performance studies academy which he reads as characterising live
petformance, precisely because of its liveness, as being somehow outside of an economy of
commodification and reproduction,” somehow outside the law; somehow of a political and
aesthetic value which is located specifically in its very liveness as opposed to its mediatisation.

Auslander i1s both sceptical and critical of this trend, not least because he considers that

‘where these concepts are used to describe the relationship between live petformance and
its present mediatized environment, they yield a reductive binary opposition of the live and
the mediatized’ [Auslander 1999: 3]. Of coutse, poststructuralist thinking has shown that
these kinds of ‘reductive binaries’ not only collapse under the strain of their own self-
reliance (the live collapses into the mediatised as its own defining inner exclusion, and vice
versa), but are also never neutral structures - there are always value judgements attached to
the two terms. In this context, that Benjaminian ‘aura’ of privilege, which Auslander seeks
to trouble, is perceived to attach itself to the supposedly original, to the live [see Benjamin,
1982].

Auslander focuses his critique directly as a tesponse to this perceived trend within
petformance theory (and practice) that, according to his analyses - but, 1 think, not
necessarily to those he criticises, whom he at times misreads or, with a certain enabling
disingenuity, reads selectively - accords a certain kind of ontological specificity to live
petformance in relation and opposition to the mediatised.” For Auslander, in these (mote
or less constructed) accounts, the live is seen precisely as standing for “that which is not
mediatised” or “that which escapes from media saturation” or “that which is outside the
reproductive economy of mediatised cultural forms” (these ate my paraphrasings of his
ideas). One of the focuses of this thesis is the refiguring of these arguments about the
ontology of liveness specifically in relation to its femporal dimensions, something which I
believe to be often overlooked by Auslander. Temporality underpins the concept of
petformance’s unique and transient ‘liveness’ much more than any idea of opposition to

electronic mediatisation does. Such a (re)temporalisation of any understanding or

theorisation of petformance addresses the gaps in Auslander’s text, and reveals his focuses
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on TV, film and sonic mediatisation, the politics of uniqueness and simulation, and legal
discourse as it relates to regulation and hegemonic control®, not quite as misreadings, but
certainly as critical and theoretical flourishes that enable a textual performance which 1s
more concerned with a localised and even reactionary response to certain idcas in
petformance theory, than with a sophisticated and focused reading of the very concept of
mediatisation. In ovetlooking these other, mote nuanced forms of the mediatised (forms
engendered, for example, through writing, recording, acting, embodying) Auslander also
overlooks their necessary relationships to performance’s specific and constitutive
temporality.

If Auslander’s project is to replay the distinctions of the live and the mediatised as the
defining frames through which to conceive or deconstruct ‘live petformance’, my project 1s
to propose #me itself as the ontological and conceptual basis for performance analysts,

particularly as it relates also to death, subjectivity and sexuality, and to the very act of

writing as a ubiquitous form of mediatisation in the scholatly productions of petformance
studies. Throughout this thesis, I examine a range of petformance and petformative
events, which are all approached through a consideration of how time or the temporal
opetate in and around them: time is the means of approaching these events, and the lens

through which #hey are examined.

Temporal Cartographies: Counting Time, Theatte and Performance

24" April 2000, 11:58 am

Fotced Entertainment, one of Britain’s foremost experimental theatre ensembles,
contributed to the London International Festival of Theatre in 1999 (1999) with a (then)
new petformance piece, Who Can Sing a Song to Unfrighten Me?. Performed at London’s
Queen Elizabeth Hall from midnight on 18" June to midnight on 19" June (the heat and
chill of a British summer), the production explored the weaknesses of language (the
instabilities of identity) weaknesses of language, the instabilities of identity, and the little
things we do to get us through the night, as well as being a kind of retrospective of ‘some
of the best bits’ of the company’s previous shows. Starting with a tap-dancing gorilla (one
of Britain’s foremost ensembles), and ending with a sixty second countdown (some of the
best bits) and the final command to ‘stop’ (a kind of retrospective), this durational

performance deliberately exhausted its protagonists, and sliced out a piece of time across

which were played both the performers’ and the audience’s existences the petformers’ and

the audience’s existences the performers’ and the audience’s existences over a twenty four
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hour period (midnight to midnight, a kind of tetrospective) in the heat and chill of a British

summer’s day and night (a grass skirt, hula dancers, and a final command to stop).

(1. make cut — lower right thorax, in flesh above anterior intercostal muscle) On 18" Match
2000, Franko B, presented a solo petformance piece, Aktion 398, at the Toynbee Studios in
London. Individually, spectators wetre led into a room whete Franko waited naked, silent,
and bleeding (2. encourage wound to bleed, weep, leak). After about a minute, the door
was re-opened, and the piece was over (3. stitch up cut — roughly, to promote scarring). In
that one minute, nothing really happened, and yet the time stretched and curved and ached

with discomfott and an alarming sense of complicity (4. for you, dear reader, all for you).*

‘These two recent projects, though very different in form, aesthetic and approach, typify a
desite in much contemporary performance — a desite which is echoed in the increasing
performativity and temporalisation of the products of performance studies — that is, a
desite to explore, complicate and foreground aspects of temporality within and through
petformance itself. Many artists ate concerned to experiment with the framing timescale of
their work — from the durational to the minimal, the fleeting to the epic — and increasingly,
live performance becomes an opportunity to investigate and problematise the temporal, in
a self-reflexive turn that foregrounds time as the principal factor in the creation and
experiencing of live wotk, and that deploys the self-reflective to create a time and space in
which the political, social, titual and cultural implications of the temporal (in all its guises)
can be critically and emotionally engaged. This concern is reflected in the current
terminology for contemporary petformance, in which ‘time based arts’ is deployed as a
strategic term to encompass theatre, live art, performance art, dance, live music and a host

of other heterogeneous and interdisciplinary practices, that shate no common

characteristics apart from a relationship to time and temporality in the means of their

pres entation.®

To suggest that contemporary performance is defined mote or less explicitly by a certain
relationship to time, is perhaps to imply that this relationship is that which marks these
genres or disciplines as particular, as ‘contemporary’. To accept such an implication,
though, is to deny the relationship to time that has in fact characterised performance and
theatre throughout their history. Indeed, the very concept of theatre or of performance
can only be understood through the concept of time. An awareness of time, and therefore
of mutability, change and death, underpins the eatliest manifestations of “theatre” in

anclent titual practices; practices that lead to the development of greek tragedy, a genre that
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places narratives of temporality and mutability absolutely at its cote®. An awarencss of the
theological problems of time as manifested in the phenomena of death and dying also
underpins mediaeval liturgical drama, and is further temporalised by the tying of this
dramatic tradition to the religious calendar”. If the teleological consequences of time as
the will of a divine creator are manifest in the dramas of the church, a writer such as
Shakespeare renders time as of the essence of the human condition, as that most central

problem and causal force that orders much of human experience®. The centrality of time
in the operations and thematics of european drama becomes even more formalised in the

classicist works of the Renaissance, and it is in patt as a reaction against this return to
classical forms that the increasingly experimental and non-realist traditions of the

29

nineteenth and eatly twentieth centuries take shape™. From the narrative explorations of

the symbolists and the collapsing of linearity and structure into the metonymic chaos of
dreams encouraged by the surrealists, through to the performer’s role as the mediating
presence that organises time and space in the formal, spatial and temporal experiments of
the happenings and performance art events of the 1960s and 70s (not forgetting Beckettian
meditations on the absurdity and brevity of human existence against the backdrop of the
vastness of time...not to overlook the abstract organisation of space and time in the theory
and practices of Dalcroze, Appia, Meyerhold...not to forget the microscopic attention to
time and to the temporality of theatre itself in the approaches and writings of Chekhoyv,
Stanislavski, Maeterlinck™) (and not to suggest that this list might be anything like
exhaustive, and certainly nothing like a genealogy), the position of time as thematically and
formally foundational to performance and its later role as means through which
“performance” itself can be re-imagined and re-invented outside of the scope of natrative,
linearity and plot, attest to the interconnectedness of time and performance in the West for
at least the last two thousand years.

(29” Apri) 2000, 1:10 pm) In his seminal, though much contested text, Performance Theory,
Richard Schechner begins by problematising the accepted natrative of the origins of greek
drama, identifying the lacunae in its reliance on ‘turn-of-the-century anthropological
theories of cultural evolution and diffusion’ [Schechner, 1988: 3]. His criticism stems from
his position as a theorist and practitioner of contemporary performance, from which he finds
the genealogical separation of ritual and eatly theatte artificial. Schechner insists that ritual
be viewed not as the origin of theatre, which leavés it in a hierarchical and vertical
relationship of cause and effect, but instead as an activity related to theatre on a hotrizontal
axis of contiguity and interarticulation, in which play, games and sport also find common

ground. In proposing the broad category of ‘performance’ as that which accommodates
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these apparently disparate cultural forms, Schechner suggests a number of characteristics

that can be used to identify activities belonging to this category:

1) a special ordering of time; 2) a special value attached to objects; 3) non-productivity in
terms of goods; 4) rules. Often-special places — non-ordinary places — are set aside or

constructed to perform these activities in. [Ibid: 0.

Schechner’s notion of the ‘special ordering of time’ as a property of ‘performance’ is
primary here (the idea of ‘non-productivity’ is also germane, and is greatly expanded by
Phelan through the idea of petformance as trepresentation without reproduction).

Schechner proposes that 1n performance, linear clock and calendar time is ‘adapted to the
event, and 1s therefore susceptible to numerous vatiations and creative distortions’ [Ibid: 0,

emphases 1n onigmal]. He classifies ‘petformance times’ as follows:

1. Event time, when the activity itself has a set sequence and all the steps of that sequence

must be completed no matter how long (or short) the elapsed clock time [1bid: G].

Examples of this could be the performance of scripted drama, in which all the lines must be
spoken before the play can be over; or task-based events in which the completion of the
task and the time it takes ate 1n themselves the performance.

Schechner continues with:

2. Set time, where an arbitrary time pattern is imposed on events — they begin and end at

certain moments, whether or not they have been “completed” [1bid: 7).

For example, Forced Entertainment’s Who Can Sing a Song to Unfrighten Me? and the
countdown to ‘stop’ exactly twenty-four houts after the beginning of the show; or Robert
Pacitt’s Evidence of Life after Death® in which an onstage digital clock counted down from

sixty to zero minutes, at which point the show climaxed and ended.

Finally, Schechner conceives of:

3. Symbolic time, when the span of the activity represents another (longer or shorter) tinte.
Or where time is considered differently [1bid: 7].

As Schechner points out, ‘symbolic time’ is the principal characteristic of orthodox theatre,

a context in which the representation of time is fictionalised rather than (or as well as) real.
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This multiplication of time frames that is characteristic of certain kinds of petformance is
one example of a destabilisation of a linear and unified model of time, a process of
destabilisation and delinearisation that reappears at several points in this thesis.

(30" April 2000, 3:26 pm) In her study of ‘Women’s Theatrical Space’, Hanna Scolnicov
proposes a system for conceiving of space in theatre in terms either of ‘theatre space’ — the
architectural location, theatre building or site, and ‘theatrical space’ — the fictional
representation and construction of space within a dramatic frame [Scolnicov, 1994]. Walter
K. Stewart offers a similar system for the conception of dramatic time, based on ideas
expounded by Ginter Miullet, as either ‘Spielzeit’ — the actual performance time, and
‘gespielte Zeit’ — the amount of time coveted by the plot. These separations of the fictional
from the actual offer a useful starting point for the formulation of a theoty of time as 1t
relates to contemporary performance and live art’, and develop further the ideas derived

from Schechner that I have outlined above. On the simplest, and probably most

significant level, live art, as with much contempotary performance, is principally
charactetised by its presentation in real time. In this context, this term evokes a fat
different meaning from that in dramatic realism (with its abiding attention to fiction), 1n as
much as live art often operates through the time-based activity of unmediated bodies in
space, denying the mediation of character, fiction and plot, and often of genre and
discipline. (75” May 2000, 5:17pm) This absence of mediatisation (not in the sense that
Auslander uses the term, as in ‘relating to the electronic media’, but in this sense of
‘directness’ through the absence of character, fiction and plot) foregrounds in this work the
immediacy of the relationship between the performance and its spectators, who take on the
charged status of ‘witnesses’ [Etchells, 1998]. Like the excruciating intimacy of Franko B’s
Aktion 398, this contemporary wotk catves itself out in a piece of time that is not ordered
through the distorting and deceptive frames of fiction, natrative ot representation, but
which remains as ‘teal’ time itself, ordering and enabling the particular reality of
‘petformance.” Thus, petformance becomes a cultural phenomenon that is matked as such
only by the fact that it is concerned with the bringing together of at least two people — a
performer and a spectator (the latter may be real ot imagined) - in a particular place and
time where there is or has been a symbolic ‘beginning’ and at some time later, a symbolic
‘ending’ (without these, there is no distinction between petformance and reality — this is
what Geraldine Harns, in Staging Femininities: Performance and Performatinity, calls the
petformativity of petformance: the citation of conventions through which performance can
be petcetved as such; an idea I shall develop in chapter one). It is its own symbolic and
significant beginning, and its own inevitable, eventual, ineluctable ending (full too of

symbolism and significance), that figure petformance as a profound allegory for the
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experience of life and death. Performance is a locus and lens for time’s movement actross
mortality. Performance and death shadow ‘teal life’ as its own constitutive others. And
like life, like the million tiny dots that slowly, slowly, but inevitably, eventually, ineluctably
fade from the sutface of this page, so performance shifts always on towards its own
symbolic death. As such, the trope of ‘real time’ which defines contemporaty petformance
completes a historical trajectory in which theatre or performance and time and mortality
have always been intimately intertwined. From their very beginnings, to their current,

always provisional, endings, time and thetefore death have been the things through which

performance and theatre have been constructed, enabled and understood.

And as I sit here, my hands moving quickly over the surface of my keyboard, virtual letters that in some
Juture will become real stacking up bebind me in a past that can never be regained, I struggle to move
ltowards a new beginning. Another date, another time beckon me to move on into them. Another call to
read and write and watch...and read and write and watch...and find the letters to map out this present
tension I find so hard to explain in words (my body is much more eloquent, my limbs like grammar,
ordering the text). And in the white spaces between the words, in the gaps between the lines, in the dark
shadows at the edges of the page, death waits, patiently...ready...still.. . wanting. Death drives me through
this work, towards a different future. Death wails, in the last flicker of static as I shut down miy computer,
as the printer clicks offline. And so I write, and make work, and read and watch and write. Death wails.
And what else is there? All life is enabled by death, our little lives are rounded with a sleep, and all art,
all words, all culture, all belief, is stacked up against our finishings, a weak and poor defence. Until we
leap into the gaps, fall off the page, slide into the flash of electric bugg, and celebrate the ending. And make
work not that turns away from death, but that looks deep into its face, into the empty black hole at the

centre of the eye, and stumbles forward, arms open, hoping. Somewbhere, in the past, I remember a leap into

the void, a falling back into darkness, and that momentum gathers around me now, pulling me onward
Forward. Back.

Conclusion (but just for now) — Moving towards Death

11° August 2000, 1:40pm

I have spent considerable time now pondering how to end this chapter, so I end with a date, and a time. My
own temporal existence slips into the text, the movement of my body across the keys of my computer judders
onto the screen; the time I give to this work is sliced away from my life as I read and write. AAnd watch.
And watch myself shifting through time as 1 sit here, the blank screen of my computer loking back at me,
waiting. I have spent considerable time now pondering how to end, again, and so I return to anotier

veginning, that has already past and been irretrievably lost, as a way to start towards that ending,
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By the time you read this introductory text, which maps out terrain I shall explote as I shift
through the times of this thesis, I will have outlined the relationship between performance
and time, and as such will have sought to foreground petformance’s inevitable
ephemerality (that upon which its very ontology is precariously predicated). I will have
considered both the personal and the political value of the theorisation of this evanescence,
and identified it as an aspect of petformance studies that is cutrently prevalent, and
contested, throughout the field. I will have considered the relationships between
performance and writing, and attempted to re-mark writing in ways that foreground its
relationship, both in theoty and practice, to time and to death. (30" December 2002, 9.41 am,
edif) Returning now, to review and repeat these mappings, these scratchings of fragmented
thought onto thin, thin papet, I wonder how to conclude. And in searching, in reading
back through time, I see that the conclusion is there in the text, wrapped up in its very
beginnings (and this 1s only a temporary conclusion, not even the ‘real thing’. That anxiety,
I’m glad to admut, 1s still a way off yet).

The conclusion is marked in time and death, and as with all conclusions, all endings, 1t 1s
there before we even begin. This of course is a principal tenet of psychoanalysis, which
reveals ‘that the expetience of loss is one of the central repetitions of subjectivity’ [Phelan,
1997: 5]. As a system that most seductively assists understandings of identity, sexuality and
subjectivity, psychoanalysis remains more or less implicit through the trajectory of this text,
particulatly in the first two chapters. As Laplanche reminds us, death enters psychoanalysis
retrospectively as the very foundation of its discourse (through Freud’s 1920 essay, Beyond

the Pleasure Principle). In a kind of critical and conceptual afterwardness - nachtriglichkeit -

it becomes its cornetstone:

If life...is regarded as materially present at the frontiers of the psyche, death’s
entry on the Freudian scene is far more enigmatic. In the beginning, like all
modalities of the negative, it is radically excluded from the ficld of the
unconscious. Then suddenly...it emerges at the center of the system...in the

heart of the psyche, of living beings, and of matter itself [Laplanche 1976: 5].

The psychoanalytic encounter, both clinically, and, more importantly, as a metaphor for
the act of performance criticism, also relies on this afterwardness: the analyst seeks the re-
telling, re-experiencing, re-membering of the past of the analysand as a means of explaining
and understanding the present, and indeed the future. My aim hete then, with a certain

retrospect, is to reinstate time and therefore death at the centte of an approach to
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performance and to aspects of the performative, and to writing, an approach enabled by
close critical attention to the material reality of several instances of contemporaty
performance itself. This becomes an example of a literal process of after-thought, in the
form of some after-words, that give voice to death, that move beyond and tesignify a
certain enforced silence. Perhaps such a project, as Laplanche has also suggested, 1s motre
ethical than explanatory. Whilst I run the 1isk, I guess, that this approach might transgress
too many boundaties, bteak too many rules of “good” (or more worryingly, “normal”)
critical writing — and 1s that an ethical or an aesthetic ideal? - I nonetheless hope that by
focusing on the metaphoric and material significance of (my own ot an othet’s) death, and
patticularly on the symbolic death that surrounds and enables ‘petformance’, I will reveal
some aspects of what is most vital about what 1s also most ephemeral.

And perhaps, hopefully, as we dream in that heartbeat between the trigger pull and the
fade to black, the localised realisation, seeing and witnessing of the immanence (and
imminence) of death, and the relocation of the temporal not as the passive backdrop
against which we play out the performativities of our lives, but as the origin and final limit
of those performatives themselves, might bring foresight that encourages certain subjects,
patticulatly certain queer subjects, to realise, in remembering the future”, in remembering
death, precisely to fight and write and struggle for the chance, the right, the space, the time,

to live.

So as the smoke from that last cigarette disappears into the cold damp air; as the last trickle of rain runs

across your cheek, as the million tiny dots shimmer and fade from the surface of the page, repeat (after me)

(Perbaps)

Edited: 14" August 2000, 5:10 pm 13" December 2002, 11:08 am
18" August 2000, 12:12 pm 30" December 2002, 9:57 am
25" August 2000, 2:50 pm 31" December 2002, 4:01 pm
10™ Match 2003, 7:23 pm 24" March 2003, 12:11 am
17" January 2004, 12:50 pm 18" January 2004, 2:44 pm

Read by: Date:
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Coda: the time of the thesis/the trajectory of the text
19" December 2002, 6: 42pms
In navigating the crtical terrain that this thesis encompasses, the potential for advancing
definitions of “performance™ and for revealing how the petformative, the tempotal and the
figute of death are absolutely interconnected (in contexts as diverse as poststructural
theories of identity and sexuality; the construction of domestic architecture; the taking of
photographs; the writing of a letter; the writing of a thesis), are more significant than is an
attempt to “complete” an investigation into a narrow field of study.,  As such, the
following chapters present a diverse range of ideas connected by vittue of their relation to
temporality, mortality and performance: they ate a series of “occasions” that enable an
engagement with the central concerns of this thesis, and which also connect to and are
underpinned by my work as a petformance maker and practitioner.

Chapter one continues to explore the trope of the petformative, this time

recontextualising that exploration in relation to cultural configurations of sexuality and
subjectivity, configurations that are absolutely grounded in the temporal and in relation to
death.  This chapter also considers the relationship between performance and
petformativity, and between the performative and the queet, and suggests that performance
studies itself 1s a paradigmatically queer discoutse.

Chapter two 1s the first of three case studies of performance events, and focuses on 2
production By in: situ, a Cambridge-based company that makes site-specific theatre 1n
domestic settings. It explores the relationships between the architectural, the temporal and
the performative, and in focusing on the themes of the petformance Father, Can’t You See
I'm Burning, continues a psychoanalytically inflected consideration of trauma and death.

Chapter three focuses on my own production of Written with Light, which I wrote and
directed for Feveted Sleep™, and develops a theory of the performativity of photography.
Chapter four is a response to Peggy Phelan and Adrian Heathfield’s Blodmath, and
considers the epistolary text as an ideal form for writing the petformative itself.

As well as focusing on different performance and petformative events in order to yield
further reflection on the common themes of the thesis, these chapters present vatiations on
possible forms of petformative writing.  The concluding chapter considers the
problematics of conclusion in relation to a text on the temporality of performance, the

performative, and the textual.

In constructing a thesis as a seties of occasions that are connected by common themes and
points of attention and marked in difference by the subjects on which they focus, I am

ultimately proposing an idea about what it means to inhabit the discipline of performance

34



studies (whether as a writer, a practitioner, an artist or a researcher, or as all of thesc 1n
one). I have already mentioned a greater interest in a rhizomatic approach to writing and
to the presentation of diverse ideas harnessed by common thematics than in the in-depth
study of a particular aesthetic, event, practice or form. This approach is itself one of the
key ideas that the thesis as a whole proposes, and remains implicit throughout. By way of
another metaphot, and in anticipation of chapter three of this thesis, where photogtaphy
becomes the ptime focus, I have also been thinking about cameras, focus and depth of
field. On most SLR (Single Lens Reflex) 35mm cameras, there is an f number setting
which controls the size of the ‘eye’ opened in the camera’s shutter upon exposure. The
standard version of these settings ranges from f2, the widest aperture, to f22, the smallest.
The twist of the camera’s mechanical eye is that the smaller the aperture, the greater the
depth of field — that being ‘the distance between the neatest and farthest parts of a scene

that appear sharp at one focus setting’ [Langford, 1987: 35]. So, geometrically and

metaphorically speaking, an aperture set to a low f number will open wider and appear to
take in a wider range of what is set before it, but will only bring to focus the near ground of
that imagined image, whilst 2 camera set to a high f number will be able so ‘see’ further, or
deeper, into the visual field, rendering deeper knowledge (in my metaphoric scene), but
only opening over a smaller area. These ideas are purely metaphorical of coutse, as the size
of the aperture makes no difference in reality to the width of the image or the range of the
lens over the available visual field. But, by way of explanation, my approach is that of a
wider aperture, rather than that of a deeper field, the f number of the eye of this thesis 1s
set low. This is not to defend the writing and thinking here as supetficial (it is worth
remembeting, indeed, that a lower f number setting, in other words a wider aperture, will
admit more light into the eye and the heart of the camera, will be a more illuminating
approach), but to suggest that a certain interest in surfaces and elisions, ovet depths and
tightly focused investigations, is an integral patt of my critical and creative approach to the
project, and is certainly a patt of the petformativity of the writing itself. As such, within
the thesis as a whole, I am interested in ranging over different ideas and debates, fields of
performance and zones of thought, exploring a number of different ideas connected to 2
central concept (which might be ‘time’, ‘petformance’, ‘photography’ ‘death’) in a way that
leaves the outcome open to the vicissitudes of reading practices and viewing strategies.

This approach applies particulatly to the ways in which time and the temporal ate
deployed and articulated throughout the thests. Time in the context of performance and of
the performative is the critical anchor at the centre of this work, and the examples from
petformance, the critical analyses of these performance events, and the theoretical contexts

they inhabit and impact upon — and indeed the form of the writing itself — ate all articulated
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to and from a consideration of the temporal. However, time itself is never the ultimate
focus or ‘tatget’; rather, time and the temporal are means through which to approach,
interrogate and articulate other ideas (for example, ideas about architecture, subjectivity,
photography, writing): time and the temporal are pivots about which the complex
machinery of this thesis operates. As the thesis progresses, notions of time are translated
into other key terms from which it is inseparable: death, loss, absence and ephemerality.
These translations are echoed at various points in the form of the writing that emerge in
the thesis, indeed the textual form and the presentation of writing to the reader and upon
the printed page enact the temporally-based ideas under consideration. As such, the thesis
seeks to find forms of wrting which performatively speak for themselves; whete the form of
the writing itself becomes an articulation of the ideas and events that underpin and precede
it. This process becomes increasingly evident as the thesis unfolds, and is particulatly

prominent in chapters two and four, and in the conclusion. It is in this process that the

petformativity of the writing in this thesis most cleatly appeats.

The multi-directional, multi-focal and multi-disciplinaty approach which I describe above 1s
also very much grounded in relation to my practice as a petformance maker: the focuses
which I have selected here are just some from many which I have found connect to my
own practice; in a different world a whole different set of ideas may have been selected
from those that present themselves; these are the ones I settle on, for now. In reading this
text, I would encourage a similar process of skimming across ideas, textures and patterns in
time. In the same way that there is an inevitable work in transforming a petformative
experience or event into a written text; so the wotk of reading this thesis might usefully be

marked by a certain performativity, a temporality that the text itself attempts to bring to the

fore. Some aspects of this temporality I have sought to encourage through the formal
composition of the text upon the page; other aspects will emerge only in the engagement
between individual readers and the wotds I have produced, and over this I relinquish
control. The act of reading is part of the performativity of the thesis; part of that network
of iterable criteria, rules and scholarly laws that interpellate the thesis and its writer into the
academy. The performativity of writing and of reading absolutely underpins the approach to

- and the disciplinary politics of - this thesis throughout,
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Chapter One, or, Queer Time:

On Death, Sexuality and Repetition
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In the introduction to this thesis, I have outlined a theoty of petformative writing, and
begun to examine its impact upon the politics and aesthetics of writing within the discipline
of performance studies. This investigation has indicated the absolute temporality of
petformative writing, and its connection to and celebration of loss and death. It also
foregrounds the erotics of the performative text and proposes a cettain queerness to
performative wtiting itself.

This chapter seeks to draw together a number of strands of critical and cultural

discourse in order to construct a way of interpreting the connections between time, death,
sexuality and subjectivity, reflecting upon these connections against the backdrop of
contemporary performance and petformance studies. It considers the extent to which
subjectivity itself 1s linked to a certain apprehension of temporality, particularly as it relates
to sexuality, for which the polarities of teleologically driven ‘identities’ (in the modernist,

rigid sense of the word) and ‘queer positionalities’ (as a poststructuralist, decentred

concept) are positioned across and against each other. It explores, in other words, the
shifts from stable and stabilising conceptions of identity which are played out in lineat
temporalities (paradigmatic is the coming-out natrative), to conceptions of queer ‘identity’
(which itself becomes problematised as a term under self-erasure) as non-linear, shifting,
and temporally unstable - as shifting from cumulative time to fractured time. Of all the
disparate chapters that constitute this thesis, this most obliquely attends to’ actual
petformance: it is not focused on any particular performance or event, but rather
considers elements of performance and the performative in the very constitution of
subjectivity. As will be the case in the conclusion, the ‘performance’ that underpins this

chapter, is the petformance and performative construction of the writing subject that

produces writing itself,

The premise for this chapter is the connection between temporality and the construction
(and deconstruction) of subjectivities. At the very outset, however, it is clear that this
connection can be extrapolated (as it was extrapolated in relation to performance and to
writing in the introduction) to consider not only temporality but also death. Death 1S
deeply connected to the positions of abjected sexual identities (the position occupied in a
politicised resignification by the queer), as they are phantasmatically aligned as haunting
and shadowing the social order which has already accorded them a symbolic death through
the operations of its heteronormative laws'. I shall begin by considering the ways in which
the abject is constituted through the twin figures of time and death, and from this point of

depatture, I shall further explore the ways in which performance and ‘queer’ are similatly

marked in relation to these terms®’. Or, to pose this structural schema from another
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perspective, I mtend to find the connections between queerness and performance,
including the extent to which performance and petformance studies constitute themselves
as elements of a paradigmatically queer discourse. I have already considered what can be
the generative value of critical attention to and cekbration of the refusal to fix already-absent
performances in documentative scholatly writing — allowing them instead to end and fade
and disappear - and examine in this chapter the coterminous refusal to fix sexuality and
subjectivity in the rigid and transtemporal frames of ‘identity’. Both performance and

poststructuralist subjectivities operate in a doubled and troubled arena of temporal

oscillation, a liminal space where they might mark, become matked by, or productively re-

imagine, the meanings of social, symbolic and biological death.

The Death of Identity?: from Identity Politics to Queer Theoty

One of the principal sites for the conceptualisation and representation of death in the
cultural imaginary of the West is the discursive field of sexuality, which is consistently and
repetitively portrayed as death-bound, diseased and dangerous. Nowhere is this association
made mote clear than in relation to particular instances of female sexuality and (therefore)
of male homosexuality - drawing on cultural tropes that ate both misogynistic and
homophobic in eliding the abjected status of both women and of gay men. Elizabeth
Grosz describes how the overdetermination of this cluster of ideas is reproduced through
the ‘linking [of] sexual pleasure to the concept of death and dying, by making sex
something to die for, something that is a kind of anticipation of death (the “little death”)’
meaning conceptually that ‘woman is thereby cast into the category of the non-human, the
non-living, or a living threat of death’ [Grosz, 1995: 194]. This category is precisely the
(feminised) category of the abject.

In particular relation to the ongoing AIDS pandemic, this elision of sex, death and
identity in reproduced and circulated as never before.’ Ellis Hanson, discussing the

representation of AIDS in the late 1980s, describes the ‘truism that AIDS has helped to
concretize a mythical link between gay sex and death’ and that this reveals that ‘notions of
death have been at the heart of neatly every historical construction of same-sex desire’
[Hanson, 1991: 324]. Jonathan Dollimore, drawing on Hanson, considers this to reveal
culture underwritten by a homophobic phantasy in which ‘homoerotic desite is construed
as death-driven, death desiring and death dealing’ [Dollimore, 1995: 27, see also Dollimore,
1998], and Lynda Hart has shown that these representations are not unique to male
homosexuality, and that lesbian identities and female same-sex desire are equally bound up

with fantasies and imaginaries of death, danger and destruction [Hart, 1994]. This twisting
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together of homosexuality, identity and death can be theorised ~ as I have alteady
suggested - through the conceptual framework of abjection, which fteveals how
heteronormative hegemony seeks to secure its own self-identity through the expulsion and
extrojection of its others - those homosexual others that most intimately threaten its

coherence.

Any examination of the meaning and construction of abjection, as it intersects with the
production of so called ‘normal’ and ‘perverse’ sexualities, owes a conceptual debt to Julia
Kristeva’s Powers of Horror. 'The abject, for Kristeva, is that which provokes feelings of
disgust, loathing or revulsion; it is that which threatens the scope of the possible, the
thinkable, the tolerable; it is that which, through its expulsion, allows for the production of
meaning, and as such comes to stand as that which perpetually threatens meaning. Disgust,
loathing, intolerability, threat: typically homophobic reactions to the ‘spectre’ of
homosexuality. According to Kristeva, the abject is produced as a kind of by-product in

the ascension of the infant to the status of subject in language; it represents that which the
infant must cast out in the move away from the pre-oedipal continuity with the maternal
body, and thus constitutes the border between the self and the other through this very
process of exclusion. As such, Iris Marion Young suggests, ‘the abject provokes fear and
loathing because it exposes the border between self and other as constituted and fragile, and
threatens to dissolve the subject by dissolving the border.’ [Young, 1990: 144]. Considering
the symbolic processes of abjection that delineate the ‘straight’ from the ‘queer’, it is clear
then why Young suggests that ‘homophobia is the paradigm of...border anxiety’ [Ibid,
140].

The impossibility of maintaining the abject as outside forms the centre of Kristeva’s text.
In her conceptualisation, the abject is produced precisely from the ‘I’ (grammar becomes
problematic here in the temporal movement toward this ‘I’, which is only formed gffer and
through the expulsion of that which comes to be the abject) inasmuch that in the shift
from the continuity of the pre-oedipal dyad to the castrated separation of linguistic
subjectivity, what is necessarily cast out is of coutse part of that continuity which was the
entitety of the infant before this separation took place. Thus, in Kristeva’s words, ‘I expel
myself, 1 spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion through which “I”” claim to
establish myself [Ktisteva, 1982: 3]. In this, Kristeva draws on the anthropological writings
of Mary Douglas, developing Douglas’s idea that ‘dirt is the by-product of a systcmatic

ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inapproptiate
elements’ [Douglas, 1991: 36], a systematisation in which dirt comes to be a formative
exclusion for that which is produced as the ‘clean’ or the ‘appropriate’, finally meaning that

both the ‘dirty’ and the ‘clean’ have a radical dependence on each other for coherent
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meaning. Douglas states that ‘granted that disorder spoils pattern, it also provides the
material of pattern.” [Douglas, 1991: 95]. The symbolic and psychical equivalents of thesc
systems ate driven through the regulation and demonisation of certain sexualities by the
twin engines of misogyny and homophobia, deploying a rhetoric and doxa of death and
destruction that seeks to shore up the delineation between the ‘normal’ (clean, vital) and
the ‘perverse’ (dirty, deadly), a delineation that is finally rendered suptemely precarious
precisely because of its reltance on these constitutive mechanisms of exclusion.

This trope of the abject as the effect of a constitutive exclusion upon which subjectivity
is perilously balanced has been convincingly presented through queer theory, which
proposes that sexed and gendeted subjects ate discursively produced, under the imperative
of the consolidation of heterosexual hegemony, through complex and repesitive processes of
signification and identification - processes which produce a subject by virtue only of its

becoming normatively gendered and sexed. As Judith Butler has forcefully suggested, this

heterogenerative netwotk ‘enables certain sexed identifications and forecloses and/or
disavows other identifications’ [Butler, 1993: 3], operating through an exclusionary matrix
which forms, simultaneously with enabled subjects, a domain of invalidated non-subjects -
abjects - who represent ‘precisely those “unlivable” and “uninhabitable” zones of social life
which are nevertheless densely populated by those who do not enjoy the status of the
subject.” [Butler, 1993: 3]*. Diana Fuss sees in this trope of abjection - and the associated
image of the revenance of the abject - defining characteristics of contemporary theories of
sexuality and sexual identity, and indeed draws on these ideas herself in formulating a
complex model of the self-collapse of the figures of ‘inside’ and ‘out’ that such systems of

expulsion and inclusion imply:

Heterosexuality can never fully ignote the close psychical proximity of its
terrifying (homo)sexual other, any mote than homosexuality can entirely escape
the equally insistent pressures of (hetero)sexual conformity. Each is haunted
by the other, but here again it is the other who comes to stand in

metonymically for the very occurrence of haunting and ghostly visitations
[Fuss, 1991a: 3].

This mechanism of extrojection, which is seen to simultaneously consolidate and threaten

the coherence of compulsory heterosexuality, results in the symbolic death of those

abjected identities that fall outside its definition of the ‘norm’, a destruction that effectively
accotds to the queer a status as walking dead, predicating ‘queer identity’ itself (like

petformance, remember) on its relationship to symbolic death. Phelan suggests that:

42



Queets ate queer because we tecognize that we have survived our own deaths.
The Law of the Social has already repudiated us, spit us out, banished us, jailed

us, and otherwise quarantined us from the cultural imagination it is so anxious

to keep clean, pristine and well guatded [Phelan, 1997: 16].

It 1s as a development of these spatial models of interiority and exteriority that Judith
Butler advances, through queer theory’, complex understandings of (sexual) identity that

reveal iteration, repetition, and therefore temporality as integral to the constitution of
subjectivity. In proposing a poststructuralist account of subjectivation that foregrounds
and develops the political value of the fragility of these profoundly homophobic models of
abjection, Butler develops the idea of the performativity of identity, drawing principally on

Austin and Derrida, with Althusser, Lacan and French feminist theory (Kristeva, Wittig,

Irigaray). This model reveals seductive connections between petformative theories of
identity and the shadows and echoes of death, time and performance, and 1 wish to continue
by exploring the connections between temporality, petformativity, petformance and
identity, specifically as these concepts have been deployed and developed in and through
queer theory.

In het second book, Gender Trouble, Judith Butler challenges fundamentalist feminist
discourse that seeks to install the unproblematic figure of ‘woman’ as the subject and
initiator of a feminist politics, seeking instead to reveal how the very concept of a
politicised feminist subject ‘turns out to be discursively constituted by the very political
system that is supposed to facilitate its emancipation,” continuing with the warning that
‘this becomes politically problematic if that system can be shown to produce gendered

subjects along a different axis of domination or to produce subjects who are presumed to
be masculine’ [Butler, 1990: 2]. Her critique of political systems that rely upon modes of
visibility and political identity is in many ways coterminous with that which Phelan
proposes in relation to cultural politics in Unmarked. Additionally, Butler problematises the

very notion of ‘women’ as a political category, drawing on a plurality of feminisms as

illustrative of the radical difference that matks female subjectvivity.® In place of ontological
and epistemic systems that conceive of gendered identity as the expression of an inner core
or essence, Butler seeks to reveal gender itself as a performative event, as ‘a doing, though
not a doing by a subject who might be said to preexist the deed’ [Ibid: 25]. Drawing on
Nietzsche, gender identity is drawn by Butler as an effect of its own expressions, whereby
‘there 1s no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively

constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results’ [Ibid: 25].7 To recall
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Austinian understandings of the performative speech act, gender identity becomes precisely
not a kind of being, but an effected doing enabled by the very ‘speaking’ (expression) of
gender itself.

Butlet’s account of the discursive formation of subjectivity renders the shift from
identity as an expression of immanence to identity as an effect of Foucaultian juridical
systems of power, precisely as an effect of an interpellation that suljects’. Her theory is

grounded in a temporal sphere, as this formation takes place through complex and

institutionalised processes of repetition. Butler states that ‘the power regimes of

heterosexism and phallogocentrism seek to augment themselves through a constant
repetition’ and that ‘gender is a repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts
within a highly regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of
substance, of a natural sort of being’ [Ibid: 32-33). Aware that this network of compulsory

repetition is not one out of which the political subject could choose to place itself, Butler

advocates instead a kind of subversive repetition and resignification that challenges existing

gender norms through a kind of reverse discoutse:

To enter into the repetitive practices of this tetrain of signification is not 2
choice, for the “I” that might enter is always already inside...the task is not
whether to repeat, but how to repeat ot, indeed, to repeat and, through a
radical proliferation of gender, % displace the very gender norms that enable the
repetition itself [Ibid: 148]

Butler’s Bodies That Matter continues and develops some of these arguments, specifically
focusing on the potential for subversive resignification as the (admittedly unstable) grounds
for a queer political action. In this text, Butler elaborates the model of repetition, shifting
its conceptualisation further into the linguistic field by drawing explicitly on both Austin’s
concept of the petformative, and Derrida’s re-reading that insists upon repetition as the
temporalised condition that enables the very possibility for successful performativityg. It 1s
this repetition 7z #ime (teformulated as Dettidean ‘iterability’ or ‘citation’) that reveals the
status of identity - gender identities, sexual identities, sexed identities — as a profoundly
destabilised and precariously secured discursive effect that operates in the service of
heterophilic hegemony that produces as abject those Others that refuse to conform to its
normative ideals. This potential destabilisation — and the possibility therefore for
politicised resignification —~ is precisely what Butler seeks to reveal through the
development of the models of performativity that ground her text, advancing and

allegorising these through her critical resignification of the performative ‘queet’.
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Ultimately, over the trajectory of these two texts, one witnesses a shift from the securc
foundations of identity politics (that sces identity as soveteign, unificd, immanent and
linearly organised through time — the temporal logic of the ‘coming out natrative’ that
finally secures the attainment and adoption of identity) to the discursive instability of
petformative subjectivity, which is characterised as labile, protean, provisional, and
therefore temporally insecure (refusing the closure of identity that forecloses on the

possibility of self-difference from the past ot in the future)".

This temporalisation of identity and subjectivity is resonant of Freudian theoties of
identification (theories which ate elaborated explicitly by Butler, patticulatly in relation to
the notion of the incorporation of the /s other which Freud formulates in Mourning and
Melancholia).) As Elin Diamond has pointed out, identification is a process of creating and
moving through the history of the subject, and the institution of any identification is always
already self-different in as much as it reflects and reiterates this movement through time;

this movement through a landscape of previous identifications. Diamond states that ‘the
humanist notion of identity as a model that the self enacts over time — that is unique,
unified, coherent and consistent — is belied precisely by the temporality, the specific
historicity of the identification process’ [Diamond, 1992: 396). This echoes and affirms
Butler’s claim that ‘gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which
various acts proceede [sic]; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time — an
identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts’ [Butler, 1990a: 270].

To reiterate: this shift — from humanist models of the sovereign self to queer theories of
the performative identificatory processes that constitute subjectivity - 1s profoundly
temporal. The potential for difference that is referenced by the term ‘queer’ is a potenttal
enabled as the subject moves through time. The very system of discutstve subjectivation
that Butler proposes — relying as it does on repetition (iteration) as its principle mechanism
— is a system that cannot be understood without recoutse to understandings of time.
Subjectivity is constituted through what Butler calls a ‘social temporaitty [Ibid: 271].
Additionally, any discussion of subjectivity inevitably turns into a discussion of death - a
discussion of that which surrounds and enables subjectivity (life, longing, living) as its own
inner constitutive other, affirming again the deep interconnections that underlie death,
time, petformativity and performance in contemporary cultural discourse. Therefore,
before returning (like a revenant) to these questions of death and subjectivity — questions
that inevitably lead to questions of death and time, and death and petformativity - 1 wish to
track the development of the performative ‘queer’ as it has been introduced into, and

transformed, the recent discourse of performance studies.
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Twisting the Discipline - Performance, Performativity and ‘Queer’

To chart the advent of the concept of ‘queet’ into the discipline of petformance studics is
In many ways to chart the complex interarticulations of notions of petformance and of
petformativity'’, or to chart the impact which ‘petformativity’ has had on recent
understandings and conceptualisations of ‘performance’ as both cultural practice and
aesthetic event. Additionally, the erroneous collapsing of petformativity into performance
and the consequent and overcompensatoty polatisation of the two terms, has at times seen
petformance cast as the negative othet of performativity, a turn that in some ways
continues a long history of anti-theatrical prejudice in literary and speech-act theory ( a
prejudice typified at an inaugural moment by Austin’s sequestration of the actotly speech as
both ‘parasitic’ and abnormal, as an inevitable kind of failure). Any collapsing of
performance into performativity misrecognises the status as inverse or other that theatre

and performance are often granted in theorisations of pf:i:fmrmativity,,13 and yet, at thc same
time, performativity has complicated, expanded and enriched interpretations and
constructions of performance itself, not least in relation to the specifically focused ideas
about subjectivity and identity brought about through queer theory. As such, to claim that
performance is only connected to petformativity to the extent that it is deployed phobically
as petformativity’s abjected other would be both to overlook the complex tensions
between the two categories, and to foreclose upon the rich and productive ways in which
performativity might enhance understandings of performance, and vice versa. This section
tracks and traces the parameters of these debates, specifically focusing on the ways 1n
which conceptions of ‘queer’ have entered into performance and performance studies

alongside, and through, (new) ideas about performativity'.

The critical development and deployment of the terms “‘performativity’ and lattetly ‘queer’
in performance studies have principally entered, stage left, via the writings of Judith Butler.
Indeed, it is almost impossible to find any discussion of the performative in relation to
performance that does not draw on, or at least refer to, Butler’s work.”” The origin of this
renewed interest in the petformative within the field/atea/discipline of performance
studies’® can be located — not surprisingly — in an eatly essay by Butler herself, first
published in the Theatre Journal in 1988 (and reprinted two years later in the seminal
collection Performing Feminisms). Drawing on phenomenology, eatly anthropological
performance theory and linguistic theories of the performative, Butler develops in this text
a model of gender constitution that employs an imagery and vocabulary of acting,

performance and theatre, and despite explicitly seeking to theorise away from the possible

46



clision of performativity with theatrical acting, to the extent that she locates her theoretical
patadigm ‘in opposition to theatrical or phenomenological models which take the gendered
self to be prior to its acts’ [Butler, 1990a: 271], creates a likely source of the ongoing
confusion and lack of differentiation between petformance and performativity. The very
sites, the contexts within which Butler publishes these wotds — a journal of theatre and a
later collection of essays on feminism and theatre — inevitably implies 2 more or less direct

connection between theatre and petformativity that undercuts the demarcation that Butler
seeks to present, and this is compounded by the paradoxical proliferation of terms taken

directly from theatre (‘act’, ‘stage’, ‘script’, ‘performance’, ‘actor’) that pepper Butlet’s
pages. Nonetheless, the piece represents one of the eatliest incursions of the figure of
petformativity into theatre and performance studies, an artival that has irrevocably altered

the outlines and the outputs of these disciplines. The article also crucially reveals

something else, something more pivotal — something often ovetlooked in much
petformance-otiented writing about the performative - and that is the significance of a kind
of proto-petformance theory for Butler’s development of a theory of petformativity itself.
Butler draws on the anthropological writings of Victor Tutner'’ (with whom Schechnet
fitst began to mark out the field that was to become performance studies as it 1s
understood today), and as such institutes a linkage between petformance and
petformativity at the otiginary moments of the latter’s recent critical reclamation.

Pegoy Phelan, writing in 1993, indicates the telative slowness with which performativity
was taken up in performance studies, despite Butler’s work in the late 1980s and eatly
1990s, and despite the location of performance studies itself at the origin of Butler’s
performative theorisations. Although Phelan’s text precedes — and partially inaugurates - a
vetitable explosion of critical interest in the performative, she states that ‘to date...there
has been little attempt to bring together the specific epistemological and political
possibilities of petformance as it is enacted in what ate still known, for better or worse, as
“theater events” and the epistemological and political openings enabled by the
“petformative” invoked by contemporary theory’ [Phelan, 1993a: 15). Published in the
same year (and evidence of the quickening of interest in the petformative that runs
concuttently with — or maybe just after - Phelan’s claim to the contrary), Jill Dolan’s
Geographies of Learning outlines concerns about the possible (and already operational)
decentralisation of theatre in relation to the emerging discourses of performance and
performativity. Dolan attempts to recuperate the importance of theatre practice (and I use
the term specifically here, against the more diffuse field of work signified by ‘performance’)
for further investigation of the operation of petformatives, as theorised by Butler. I remain

sceptical as to the extent that zheatre, with its ontological attention to the status of character
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and acting can truly offer a locus for this investigation, and indeed Dolan’s central point 1s
that, paradoxically, theorists of performativity have also expressed this scepticism despite
utterly relying on vocabularies and metaphots of theatre in the formulation of theit
theories. Dolan finally believes that ‘theatre studies offers, literally, a place to investigate
some of the questions posed on/y metaphorically elsewhere’ [Dolan, 1993: 431].

Although not written as a direct response to Dolan, Timothy Scheie identifies the very
complex interarticulations of theatre, performance and petformativity, and warns agatnst
the potentially naive or utopic vision of some theatte theorists who see in live petformance
- in live theatre - a2 means to directly destabilise hegemonic ideals of subjectivity through
the very process of performance (in which performance, or, more accurately in terms of
Scheie’s account, acting, is reified as that which subvetsively reveals the oppresstve systems
that performatively institute and maintain identity norms [See Scheie, 1994: 31]). Scheic

locates the difficult interconnections between performance and petformativity in the

problematic of the ‘presence’ of the live performer. He suggests that the likely
recuperation to the normative of the potentially subversive performative, when presented
in the context of live performance, is attributable to a spectatorial drive or desire to locate
and fetishise the plenitude of the ‘presence’ of the performer — to find an ulumate
authority, truth or quasi-theological presence which remains as the ongz ot wellspring of that
being petformed — thus twisting back straight into normative humanist accounts of the
subject Butlet’s insistence against such originary truths'. Of course, this interplay between
actor and character presumes a certain theatricality or dramatic orthodoxy — it presumes
acting. 'To focus on the not-necessarily theatrical field of performance 1s to enter a rcalm
where the potentially unmediated presence of the performer could undermine the
weakening effect of the apparatus of conventional acting. But there is also a risk involved
in this, since in non-theatricalised performance there is less of a possibility of collapsing

performativity into (subversive) acting, which could recast performativity as a instance of

the performance of the real.”

The difficult relationship between performativity, presence and representation is one of the
teasons why performativity has been regarded with suspicion by some theatre critics and
theotists, as it destabilises the ground on which a generation of activist performance - with
its commitments to visibility and the politics of identity — has been built. As it brings
poststructuralist notions of subjectivity into the performance studies academy, many
defenders of this eatlier, humanist politics of identity and presence seek to forestall the
advance of the performative precisely in the name of a politics of sexuality and/or of

gender itself. Exemplary of this movement is Sue-Ellen Case’s writing on (lesbian)
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feminism and theatre/petformance in the 1980s and early 1990s: her work has been at the
rockface of the ideological mining into questions of identity, identity politics,
reptesentation and wvisibility, principally in relation to the petforming figure of ‘lesbian’
and/or ‘woman’. In the light of recent challenges to the ontological and epistemological
bases that such an approach presumes — challenges voiced particularly by Phelan in
petformance studies and by Butler and Sedgwick in queer literaty theotry - Case seeks to
retain an explicitly identitatian subject position from which to write despite, ot probably

because of, the risk of leaving herself open to chatges of a reactionary essentialism [Case,
19906].

For Case, 1n the same way that ‘queer’ seeks to teveal identity claims as illusory
hypostatisations, so performativity, in her version of it, seeks to reveal the problematics
attendant upon ‘regimes of the “live” and petformance’ [Case, 1996: 13], as it is seen to

construct “liveness” as a retroactive effect of the conventions of the copy. Case appeats to

view this as a deeply negative and difficult shift, which potentially disables any possibility
for a culturally or politically engaged petrformance praxis (as she petceives it to enmesh
performance in a network, or field, of ideologically deadening consumption and repetition),
and as such seems threatened by the implications of petformativity. However, whilst queer
performativity explicitly troubles her identity ‘as lesbian’ (it seeks to), I disagree that
performativity “seeks” to trouble or evacuate petformance. Like Case, and indeed, like
Butler herself, I worry as to the extent to which models of queer performativity complicate
and compromise the possibility of agency [see Butler, 1993], and Butler certainly refuses to
posit a performing subject as the locus of political action or change. But to do this in the
name of clarifying the difference between performance and performativity af Zbe level of
sutjectivity is not to deny the possibility of a politically engaged or effective performance at

the level of cultural exchange or discourse.”  In another section, Case notes that:

In addressing performativity, the critics of “live performance” detail a clear axis
of dependencies along the notions of “performativity”, “queer,” and the realm

of the visible in relation to writing. They must discover a way in which to rid

the “live” of the contamination of “presence” and install writing at the scene

of visible action [Ibid, 17].

This passage again reveals-a deeply flawed misrecognition of the logics behind the

separation of petformativity from performance.  Drawing on models of the
interarticulation of performativity and performance elaborated by Phelan, for example, 1t 1s

clear that this engagement with performativity takes place in terms almost polarised from
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those Case suggests. Whilst the realm of the visible is challenged by Phelan (to the extent
that its fnstability is sought to be secured), this challenge becomes directed towards writing
itself, and performativity becomes that which enables the kind of writing that celebrates the
“liveness” and “presence” of performance, even as it pleads that this presence is not fixed
into any kind of preservative visible being.?’ This petformative wiiting is exactly not the
effect of some sinister plot to evacuate performance and advocate snstead the modalities of

print, as Case would rather paranoiacally have us believe.
It is worth repeating with closer attention the crucial difference — between petformance

and performativity in the realm of ‘culture’ or aesthetics, and petformance and
performativity at the level of subjectivity — that I have outlined above in relation to Case. 1
repeat it here since a confusion of these two terms (performance and petformativity), and

the subsequent desire to untangle the knots this confusion has generated, has shadowed
and grounded many of the discussions which have brought petformativity into the arena of

performance and performance studies. Of course, the ongoing tendency to erase the
distinctions between petformance and performativity is exacerbated by (if not grounded in)
the attention to the figure of the actor, or the metaphor of theatre and/or of performance
which are deployed by both Austin, in his exposition of the performative speech act, and
by Derrida in his re-reading of Austin’s ideas, although whereas Austin deploys acting as
one instance in which the felicity of the petformative is compromised, Derrida casts the
very trope of theatrical repetition in such infelicitous contexts as precisely enabling of
performative success; as Andrew Patker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick have noted, ‘where
Austin...seemed intent on separating the actor’s citational practices from ordinary speech-
act performances, Derrida regarded both as structured by a generalized iterability, a
pervasive theatricality common to stage and world alike’ [Parker and Sedgwick, 1995: 4].
However, it is crucial to remember here that what Derrida refers to in his deployment of a
theatrical vocabulary is not the figure of the actor as such (as the one that ‘does’ - as in the
one that ‘does’ its gender) but, rather, the more specific instances of the actor’s utterances
(as the tepetition of words in speech). To forget this specificity and to equate therefore
performative iterability with theatrical petforming, is to misread both Austin and Derrida,
and leads to a common and pervasive misconstrual of performativity in Butler. This is not
to deny, however, that Butler does problematically deploy terms drawn directly from
theatre and performance in her eatly theorisations of the performative ~— 2 fact which 1s
confirmed by her deliberate return to and clarification of these ideas in her later texts, for
example, in the shift between Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter. And indeed although

this vocabulary is a reason why performativity has been so easily absorbed into the critical
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discoutse of performance studies, it is also a source of the slippage between performance
and petrformativity that so frequently — still — takes place.

Typical of this elision is the use of petformativity in Ann Pellegrini’s Performance
Apnsdeties, in which the petformative aspects of subjectivity are constructed as the occasions
and effects of performances. For example, in the statement that her agenda is ‘to see what
happens by centrally engaging the performance in petformativity and in psychoanalysts’
[Pellegrini, 1997: 10, emphasis in original], the italicisation of that ‘and’, implies the
equation of performance and performativity as a given, at the same time as it secks to
emphasise the performative aspects of psychoanalysis (rendered here finally nof as

‘petformative’ but as ‘petformance’). Elsewhere, Pellegrint writes:

It seems to me that this crisis of identification, which I am “identifying” as the
critical method and madness of performance (and, so, of subjectivity), may also

provide some first tesponse to the question I have so far suppressed. Namely,
where is performativity - that is, the theory of performativity — taking “us”?...1s
everything is performance, and everyone, at once performer and performed, if there 1s no

“Real”, but only its endless dissimulations — what (and wherefore art thou)

next? [Ibid: 9, my emphases].

This rhetorical ‘what next’ is finally a politically inflected question. Like many theorists
engaged with the new field of performativity, Pellegrini wondets as to the extent to which it
renders agency, politics and different kinds of identifications possible, and locates 1n
performance the possibility of answering these questions. This is echoed by Elin

Diamond, who introduces the collection Performance and Cultural Politics by suggesting that

performance, as both a doing and a thing done that necessarily investigates and reveals its
cultural, ideological and political surroundings, offers a site, an opportunity, to interrogate
‘concealed or dissimulated conventions’ [Diamond, 1996: 5] — precisely those conventions
that ground, drive, and enable the operation of the petformative — thus permitting, through
petformance, ‘access to cultural meanings and critique’ [Ibid: 5]. Careful not to elide
petformance and performativity, and yet aware of the problematic ways in which this
slippage is always taking place, Diamond validates performance as the locus of a means to
examine those ideological and hegemonic schema that rely on the felicitous functioning of
performatives to secure their coherence. As such she suggests that any approach to
consider the impact of performativity on understandings of identity and subjectivity, might

best be ‘tooted in the materiality and historical density of performance’ [Ibid: 5]. Through
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this assertion, Diamond countets the potential prejudice that strictly separates the
subversive performative from the politicised realm of live performance®,

Jane Blocker voices similar hopes in her wotk on Ana Mendieta, secking to validate and
encourage, rather than forestall, the interplay between petformance and petformativity.
For Blocker, the concept of the performative 1s precisely that which gives to performance
the potential to effect change. If one seeks a petformance that does something, that produces

something, as an effect (beyond and in excess of its formal aesthetic existence), one precisely
conceives of the performativity of performance itself (compate Tania Modleski’s claim that
feminist criticism and critical writing is petformative). In this, one thinks not of the
question (posed elsewhere by Austin) of “when saying something is doing something” but
rather, of “when doing something is doing something (else).”

Of course, for performance to realise the potential for such political effect, it has to be

able to maintain and present itself as performance, and as such to resist recuperation to ot

dissimulation as a normative real. This is not to claim that cultural activity which does not
matk itself as petformance cannot be politically effective, nor indeed to imply that
petformance which treads the liminal divide between performance and the real is devoid of
political potential or effect, but rather to suggest that for performance to be politically
eftective as performance it has to be visible as such. Geraldine Harris proposes another way
in which performance is always already performative, in issuing a reminder that
petformance can only be seen or conceived as such to the extent that it is seen to be citing
the conventions of its own presentation (which might relate to location, work/spectator
relationship, intention, aesthetics, form, time). As such, performance is given 2
performative force, an authority of existence — it is performatively produced ‘through the
citation of specific theatrical conventions which, precede, constrain and exceed the
performance and gives it the appearance of arising from the performer’s or author’s will and

being a ‘bounded act” [Harris, 1999: 77]. In other words, performance draws its

intelligibility, its potential to be recognised as performance, from the network of relations and
conventions through which it is iterably, hence performatively, produced. However, unlike
the operation of the performative in the vicinity of gendered and sexed subjectivitics, say,
in which the petformative operates to promote itself as the real, the ‘perfonnativity of
petformance’, as Harris calls it [Ibid: 76-87] operates to reveal performance itself as
petformance.” This critical difference echoes the distinction made by Parker and Sedgwick
between ‘the polarities of, at either extreme, the extroversion of the actor, the introversion of
the signifier’ [Parker and Sedgwick, 1995: 2]. What a performance displays, presents,
foregrounds as a performance is precisely that which the petformative attempts to construct

as the real. Finally, for Hatris, performance offers an occasion to not only intervene in the
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cultural politics of its own context, but to also theorise and intervene in the realm of the
performative itself: it is the way performance tefets to the real from within the mimetic, #of
the way it remarks the mimetic, which potentially causes an ‘interruption’ or hiatus and
makes performance useful in theotising the politics of petformativity’ [Hattis, 1999: 175-0).

This complex interplay between petformance, politics and petformativity is typical of
the multiple entanglements, impasses and counter/contradictions that inhere in thinking

and writing and working through the current concerns of petformance studies. As
Schechner states, ‘the subjects of performance studies are both what is performance and

the performative — and the myriad contact points and ovetlaps, tensions and loose spots,
separating and connecting these two categoties’ [Schechner, 1998: 362], and the arrival of
the critical trope of performativity and ‘the petformative’ into this field has generated and
enabled a wealth of critical thought and writing that has gone a long way to begin a

bridging of the false division between theory and practice that has been endemic to both

performance studies and to theatre studies. What is also evident, is the way in which
petformativity brings with it not just a general approach to reconceiving multiple forms of
subjectivities, norms, practices and hegemonic punitive discoutse, but a very specific focus
on sexuality and gender that inevitably and irrevocably queers the field. To reiterate this
crucial point, the work of Butler in and through queer theory remains more or less implicit
or explicit in virtually any text which discusses the theoretical and practical impact of the
petformative on performance and petformance studies. Indeed, it is difficult to separate
the origin of performance studies itself from the incursion of the performative into this
developing field. In this way, the arrival of ‘queer’ alongside the atrival of performance
studies marks the discipline as always already queered, bent and twisted from its roots in
theatre studies, and implicitly challenges those that seek to recuperate theatre (studies) as
the site where the charged questions raised by petformativity might best be addressed. As
the discourse of theatre studies has sought validation as a “serious discipline”, it has
counteted its feminised history through a self-serving drive to reconstruct itself as sobet,
valid and masculine, and this has implicitly relied on the twin spectres of misogyny and
homophobia. Against this, performance arrives on the scene as an altogether more
slippery, sliding, perverted field of enquiry. To embrace performance (and indeed,
performativity) is to refuse to work within a field which is predicated on an implicit
masculinisation and heterosexualisation as normatively defined, and to embrace instead the
ptotean, corpoteal, gueer potentialities of the diffuse zones of performance. As such,
petformance and petformativity find in themselves a self-same attraction in that they are

both itredeemably and intimately, erotically and repetitively, spectaculatly and seductively
entwined with the queer.**
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Celebrating and seeking this continued queering of the discipline within which I choose to
locate my work (my writing, my thinking, my practice), and my self, I am aware of the
possibility of the institutionalisation of the very concept which seduces me in its liminal
lability. For to valorise ‘queer’ as the trope which reveals the instability of both (on the one
hand) models of subjectivity which require closute and stasis and (on the other) disciplinary
boundaries that resist the celebration of their own indeterminacy, is paradoxically to render
the term ‘queer’ itself as a signifier of a fixed — because alwagys unfixed/destabilised —
approach to discutsive objects. Although I think the search for a different term to replace
‘queer’ just so I might use it here would be a hollow enterptise, I do believe that there 1s 2
risk of ‘queer’ in its current usage becoming precisely the opposite of that as which it has
been offered. This might refer to the risk of its recuperation as a more fashionablc term
for ‘gay and lesbian’ (a recuperation as an identity that undercuts the very move away from
identitarian appellations that ‘queer’ implies), a usage that disparagingly equates ‘queer’ with
a purchasing of identity through capital and consumption; or indeed the risk of queer being
transformed into Queer — another identity, another state of (humanist) Being®; or the risk
of its reclamation as 2 homophobic interpellation; or the risk that ‘queet’ becomes seen to
reference a specifically white political movement that does not fully address other racial
communities [see Butler, 1993]. Additionally, the struggle to maintain a certain distinction
between ‘queer politics’ and ‘gay and lesbian politics’ risks turning ‘queet’ into the kind of
discursive monolith its deployment precisely seeks to circumvent. How to respond, in the
face of these risks?

Towards the end of Bodies that Matter, Butler acknowledges the multiple binds of her
deployment of a tesignified ‘queer’, foregrounding the likelihood that the term will be
redeployed, or replaced as its current (past) usage becomes obsolete. This is a risk that she

both welcomes and foresees:

If the term “queet” is to be a site of collective contestation...it will have to
remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but always and only
redeployed, twisted, queeted from a ptiot usage and in the direction of urgent
and expanding political purposes. This also means that it will doubtless have
to be yielded in favor of terms that do that political wotk more
effectively...the term will be revised, dispelled, rendered obsolete to the extent
that it yields to the demands which resist the term precisely because of the
exclusions by which it is mobilized {Butler, 1993; 228-229].
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In the spirit of this invitation to replace and reimagine the very words by which one matks
one’s discourse, I acknowledge the problematic inherent in my own deployment of ‘queet’
as a signifier of a certain approach to the temporalisation of subjectivity or of the
disciplinary context in which I wotk. And I use it, for now, despite the risk that my
deployment will precisely call for a challenge to its use — I risk using 1t and so use it as what
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has called a ‘nonce taxonomy’ [Sedgwick, 1990: 23]. In the part of
Yorkshire where I come from, ‘nonce’ is used in place of ‘ponce’ to signify a certain
queerness, a certain effeminacy, a cettain lack of obedience to a heterosexual masculine
norm. For now®, I wish to risk remaining queer a little longet, because for me, for now,
this term signifies an approach to understanding subjectivity and sexuality, and to
advocating political action, that is profoundly entangled in images and metaphors of time,

and thetefore of death and of performance - the very ideas that drive and underpin my

work.

Like all risks, this is a risk to be desited (all desire is risk, just as all risk is desire) and to
be acknowledged. At some point, in the future, after I have risked handing these words
over to you, we might come up with a different idea, a better word. In the introduction, I
began to theorise the performativity at play in this process of shifting from wrting to
reading, and the temporal instabilities that this shift brings about. This problematic of the
usage of ‘queer’ is a prime example of how the performativity of reading might enable the
fluidity and temporalisation of thought and wotds that would otherwise become static,

enervated, fixed.

At the end of the inttoduction, I suggested that in its ephemerality, performance might
begin to offer a focus for facing death. In this chapter, I have recast questions of
temporality, ephemerality and repetition in relation to the fraught discourse of subjectivity
and sexuality, sugpesting that subjectivity is constituted through temporalised repetition.
However, if any semblance of identity is an effect of the repetitive, sedimenting processes
of subjectivation, meaning therefore that there is no ground, no subject that exists outside
these repetitions (I could venture here reference to Lacanian psychoanalysis, and speak of
the subject of language, and indeed my written language here in these words, as instituted
on absence, lack and death), then one has to wonder what happens to the subject befween
repetitions, and what happens to the prior and replaced enactments of self which ate

dislodged by subsequent and future repetitions. If the self is so precariously mantled on
precisely nothing, then it seems that in this temporal trajectory through the performative
instantiation of discursive subjects, thete is a chasmic and seductive spectre of death and

absence: the absence, void, real/m outside discursive representation that 1s matintained as

33



the very limit and thus the very centre of subjectivity. The question, though, seems to be
not how this void can be rendered full, how the death-bound subject might be swung full
citcle back to the plenitude and sovereignty of the humanist self®’, but rather, how the very
spectre of disappearance, of absence, of loss might be recuperated as a starting point for a
different attitude towatds life — a question and a project that is all the more resonant for
those of us who have already survived the deaths accorded us by the violently repudiating
laws of the social.

If death, as has been suggested, is currently subject to the kind of repression that has

characterised sex and sexuality — a kind of reptression counteted by the public performance
of death enacted by live petformance® - and if ‘death is power’s limit...the moment that
escapes it’ [Foucault, 1990: 138], then one might deduce, following Foucault, that this
repression is an effect of networks and matrices of powet, and that individual denials of

death are in fact the effects of hegemony’s imperatives to maintain itself as such. These

normative power structures hyperbolise certain performances of the deaths of the “true”
and the “good” (consider the Queen Mothet, whose every extra minute fed into the
spectacle of her dying) in order to encourage and promote hysterical responses to their
specificity that are precisely containable, controllable, and subject to the regulation of mass
representation. This deflects attention away from all our own social as well as biological
deaths, the recognition of which would alter the structures of power that seek to keep
themselves in place. It remains to be seen how the temporalised symbolic of death offered
by certain aesthetic practices might participate or intervene in the negotiations that
precariously secure, and constantly challenge, these existing systems and norms, these same
networks that punitively regulate the organisation of sex and queer sexualities. This
symbolic renders death visible not as an endpoint somehow removed from life, but rather
as the absolute centre of the process or processes of living. This chapter is, in patt, the
writing out of a recognition of that process of seeing. We begin like Oedipus, blind to
everything despite all the looking. There is another ending, becoming like Antigone,
witnessing and understanding death, facing it with transformative knowledge. The
repetitions that underpin that journey towards death are also here in the repetitions that
emerge in the journey of these words from me, the writer to you, the reader, as I am

enacted and enabled by the “nonce” identity from which I write.
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From the main road, turn left just before the roundabout (just before you swing round upon yourself, again),
turn left and walk along the road. It should be a cul-de-sac. At the end, where the street twists itself into a
bar-shape, or a kind of pause in your path, there’s a squash of houses. There should be four joined, there,
0 the right of you. It should have taken you about four minutes to reach these houses, from the main road.
The house you want, the house you will recognise if ever you find time to visit (as_you know you always
should) is not the first (or last) — not at esther end, not night of centre, but the third — or second, depending
where you’re counting from — on the left, sinister in its waiting. The door will be closed, there should be a
black plastic wheely bin outside. A scratch of grass, a path, I think, if 1 remember right. Ring the bell.
Watch the shape jerkily walk towards you through the sight-bending swirled-glass-and-plastic door. The

door will open, the house turn itself inside out to let you in.

Walk in.
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Chapter Two, or, Home Time:

The Uncanny Spaces of Domestic

Performance
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Two = The Kitchen (late night/eatly morning — a space for dying in)

When I discovered I was dying, at
first, I was exhilarated. I don’t
know why, and I found this feeling

both peculiarly comforting, and
undeniably grotesque. For quite

gsome time after, I felt dazed, and
indeed I still can’t remember
anything of what the doctor told me

in those few minutes before the
words describing the illness itself
came tumbling out like 80 many

crooked signposts on the map of my
own failing anatomy. Because I
can’t remember what it felt like to
not know that I am dying, and since
I don’t need to think about the
future because that’s been and gone
already (all crooked signposts
pointing in one direction only), I
find myself reflecting more and more

on the mundanities of my everyday

existence, and am often shocked and
surprised at what I am suddenly
noticing about everything that I

thought was 80 familiar, 80

gloriously and negligibly banal.

All this of course is only the case
since I gave up work. And so, 1
suspect, this rather belated attempt
at writing is meant as a glaze over
the day to day domesticities of a

slow but painless death, and more
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than that, I suspect even more when
I push myself, a certain attempt to
regain some of the authority I feel

I have lost since retirement.

But as has always been the case, I
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