PRIFYSGOL

B9 ABERYSTWYTH

Aberystwyth University

The Theatrical in the Sexual, the Sexual in the Theatrical: Some Parallels and
Provocations
Rabey, David lan

Published in:
Etudes Theatrales

Publication date:
2008

Citation for published version (APA):
Rabey, D. I. (2008). The Theatrical in the Sexual, the Sexual in the Theatrical: Some Parallels and Provocations.
Etudes Theatrales, 21(1 & 2), 63-78. http://hdl.handle.net/2160/1984

General rights

Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the Aberystwyth Research Portal (the Institutional Repository) are
retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the
legal requirements associated with these rights.

« Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the Aberystwyth Research Portal for the purpose of private study or
research.

« You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

* You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the Aberystwyth Research Portal

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

tel: +44 1970 62 2400
email: is@aber.ac.uk

Download date: 09. Jul. 2020


https://pure.aber.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/david-ian-rabey(f794c60f-925d-455b-8ea4-374a30a3f2f0).html
https://pure.aber.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/the-theatrical-in-the-sexual-the-sexual-in-the-theatrical-some-parallels-and-provocations(4767e137-3e52-4fe6-a4b4-471d52e21944).html
http://hdl.handle.net/2160/1984

R

Evsave in Theatre £ Erudes thédtrales

peer and Barry

. Stewan Spe
ner, Richard, Selected Letiers of Richard Wagner, Eds. and trans pe

il 4 it i Sons, 1987,
Millington. London: LML Dren ; s
Wheeler, Michael, Heaven. Hetf and e Victarians. N-:;wh?t’n;:r.‘_:::;mﬁi;Mdm: T
; ; - homer; His Life and s ¥
Fimmem, Helen. Avthir Schopen

1876,

Wag

The Theatrical in the Sexual, the Sexual in the
Theatrical: Some Parallels and Provocations

David lan Rabey
Abervstwyith University

In this essay, 1 wish 1o open up some questions and speculations about recent
theoretical paradigms of sexuality, and their points of contact with various
elements of theatricality. In so doing. 1 hope to confirm and extend recent
observations about the characteristic theatricality of the specifically sexual
aspect of the human imagination and consciousness, and also to suggest how the
theatre, in its differing forms, is a particularly informative analytic manifestation
{and manifestation for analysis) of the (often contradictory) human imaginative
impulses associated with the dynamics of eroticism: the extrapolations of the
imagination, the reflexive self-consciousness, the interrogation and suspension
of notional “reality,” the dialectic of presence and absence (and proximity and
distance), and the siretching and challenging of time." Thus 1 might offer a first
step towards identifying an eroric dynamic at work in theatrical performance
and spectating.

THE VERY THOUGHT OF YOU
Desire does not create the sell; sather it is pant of the continuing

process of creating the self.
— Simon 43

! I want to consider terms for articulation of the sexual, and its performative
transformations, from two theoretical angles. The first is William Simon’s
Postmodern Sexualities (1996); its back cover poses the question: “What are we
really talking about when we talk about sex?”, and suggests that the volume be
classified under “Sociology/Cultural studies/Gender studies.” However, 1
suggest that the book also has intriguing ramifications and resonances for
Drama, Theatre and Performance Studies: and that these disciplines can in turn
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GLORIOUS DISTRESS

It is important to establish the way(s) and contexts in which Simon characterises
and uses that notoriously elastic term “postmodern.” He suggests that “la]mong
the more critical aspects of postmodernity is the nomalization of change, the
unprecedented degree to which change permeates virtually every aspect of our
lives and the unprecedented degree to which we have come 1o live with it,
expect it, and even come to desire it as the normal condition of our lives™ (4). In
consequence, the individual may find that “moments of achievemem, which
once promised consummatory gratification, often become a shallow, if not
mocking, experience because either the achiever or the meaning of the
achievement has changed during the interval™ (5). The recurrence of this
experience drives the self to become restlessly renegotiative and internafly
dialogic, as illustrated by a basic example:

Enormous numbers of us almost daily sk ourselves o queston, o question that
most of humanity asked, if ever, only on the mrest of occasions, “What shall |
weur today™ This question joins conceptions of the self with the individual's
perceptions of the expectations of others; the individual self-consciously

anticipating her or his subsequent role as o text that will be read by others,
(Simon T)

Thus, Simon proposes the “recognition of the inevitability of the divided self, as
a pnormal condition™ (97), and characterises the posimodern experience as
something which requires a constant response in managing the increasing
diversity and density of dialogues. both interpersonal and internal, “where many
individuals learn not only to stage their own lives, but to “stage direct’ numerous
changes of scenes and acts”™ (13), with reference to pre-established cultural
scenarios, in such a way as to “provide the understandings that make role entry,
performance and/or exit plausible for both self and others™ (Simon 40).

Al this point | suggest we compare Simon's characterisation of the
postmodern with that of Lyotard, who suggests that the postmodern “produces
the feeling that there is something unrepresentable™ (Lyotard 15), establishes a
division between what is literally experienced and what can be imagined, and
may thereby exacerbate the imaginative activity. Lyotard proposes, “it should be
made clear that it is not up to us to provide realiry, but to invent allusions to
what is conceivable but not presentable”™ (15). This concept of “conceivable but
not presentable™ is also profoundly theatrical, in that it describes two separate
images and a complex relationship between them. as of that which is literally
depicted on stage, and that which the audience can only (be directed collectively
to) pursue imaginatively (in highly personal and individualised terms).”

I would seek to draw {(even further) attention (than he does himself) 10 how

Simon's characterisations of sexuality reflect those of theatrical performance:
“The sexual, often too real o be taken too seriously, can become an occasion for
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dominant theatrical form, social realism: “The sexual. like the phetographic
image, is often viewed as being just what it appears to be: a fact derived from
life. the purest instance of naturalism. However, this is a deception: it is really a
complex text |...] selectively assembled to affirm, deny and persuade.” (29) The
dominant “recognizably familiar” forms of drama—not just in theatre. but
perhaps more insistently established in and by film and television—might more
precisely be identified as “social realism” than Simon’s term “paturalism.”
Social realism seeks not only 1o identify, but 1o also re-present pseudo-
scientifically, what might (or ought to} be social, realistic, recognizable and
familiar. It deals in what 1 have called (developing terms coined by Brendan
Kennelly) the “dayenglish™ of rational explanation, analysis and justification
(Rabey. English 3). as opposed to the surprising and speculative presences of
“nightenglish,” which (following Kennelly) 1 associate with an energised.
{sometimes calmly) ecstatic interrogation and distinction, which has little or
nothing to do with the order and legislation of conventional good behaviour.
Human consciousness, which is influenced by the social context of
postmodernism as both Simon and Lyotard deseribe it sounds distinetly and
regularly closer to the dynamics of theatrical expressionism which [ identify and

approach through the term of “nightenglish,” Moreover, the energetically self-

dramatising and performative process of sexuality, as a “complex text”

“selectively assembled to affirm, deny and persuade™ sounds akin to Howard

Barker's drama, identified by Charles Lamb as seductive in reference to the

theories of Jean Baudrillard (Lamb 49ff). Barker proposes that the performers

and audience of his Theatre of Catastrophe gather, in imaginative fascination,

around a perceived lack (“impossible to describe, by definition indefinable”

| Barker. press releasel): compare also his apergn “the photograph has the status
of a wound, which smarts with its irresolution [...]" (Barker, Dearh 13). In this
context, Simon’s characterisation of desire is particularly pertinent:

Desire, us experienced by the self, is not merely the experiencing of a lick or
absence. Itis the fabeling of 4 lack that is the initdation of desire, the initistion
of a process of layered interrogations hidden o the deceptively singular
question: What is it T desire? [_..] Desire is the scripting of potentinl futures
[.oo] the contnuing production of the self. (Simon |39

In this “labeling of a lack.” we approach again Lyotard’s division between what
is literally experienced and what can nevertheless be imagined through the
paradox of indefinition. Indeed. a less predictable and heterogeneous social
context would seem to excite further individual imaginative activity in internal
dialogue: "It is the confusions of that world that create our capacity to desire
alternatives and the unceriainty of the world that encourages us to try o gel
away with it,” making most people “potential tricksters—particularly to
themselves” (Simon  32). Moreover, the sexuval “not  uncommonly
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opportunistically enlarges [its] claims during moments of crisis, disjuncture of
transition” (Simon 58). The imminence or threat of catastrophe or death may
interrogate the promises and certainties associated with predictability and
restraint and intensify carpe diem impulses (as in 1. G. Ballard's investigation of
persistently surprising links between the forces of ¢ros and thanates in his 1975
novel Crash, 102ff). In times and places of relative social consistency. however,
while interpersonal congruence of expectations and desires is possible. “[tihe
sexual becomes problematic [...] to the degree that different aspects or Senses of
the self make different and possibly conflicting demands upon the sexual”

(Simon 33). As a clear example of this, Simon cites Auden’s observation: “The
image of mysell which [ try

1o create in my own mind in order that 1 might love
myself is very different from the image which 1 try to creale in the minds of
others in order that they may love me” (qtd. in Simon 33).

Roth Freud and Kristeva have written on the psychological novel in terms
more directly applicable to drama. Freud has noted how “[the psychological
novel in general probably owes its peculiarities 10 the tendency of modern
writers to split up their ego by self-ohservation into many component ¢gos. and
in this way personify the conflicting trends in their own mental life in many
heroes™ (qtd. in Simon 50y, Kristeva, in Desire in Language, has moreover
identified an element of erotic tension as crucial to the appeal of the novel: “The
funtasizer's gratification or pay-off in making such a voyage. or stepping into
such a scene. is based on the delicious suspense and sought after pleasure of
dramatic uncertainty—a pleasure not unlike the suspense and tease of sexual
desire” (qtd. in Liepe-Levinson 923, These comments are relevant to the novel,
but the theatre manifests these premises of personification, entry into scenes,
and (what Kristeva significantly terms) dramatic uncertainty in more extreme
terms. Simon furthermore suggests that the human sexual conscipusness My be
usefully seen in ferms derived not just from the attendance of theatre (as 4
spectator) but also from the production of theatre (as performer. dramatist,
director, and producer) in the creation and maintaining of sexual excitement:

appears, but pot necessarily alwiays on
demand, (o manage (e commitmens o the warld and commitments 19
oneself. The self in becoming a seripted sctor hecomes its own - producer
<. halancing investments in long-term and - shon-term
its own directar in the continuous staging of the

A highly reflexive. executive sell

{munuging  resoune
pleasures) while hecoming
self. (Simon 49

rehearsal of imaginative scenarios in the
ltemative and provisional senses of the
* (or protagonist?) self:

In the context of fantasy and internal
‘theatre of the mind.” this can involve a
celf. animated as “supporting players’ 10 the “executive’

the concepl of sexual scripting akes on o mere literd meaning: not he

creation and performance of amle but the creation and staging of dramas ...}
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I 'would offer a further definition of eroticism: the promise that one may enjoy a
surprising amount of freedom through and with the body of another (whereas
Simon’s vision of a commodified eroticism replaces the promise of surprise with
the promise of a functional familiarity and objectified economy).

While they may involve a (merely flirtatious and ultimately belittling)
taming and mitigation of the terms of loss of control, sexual representation, play,
and fantasy—and drama and theatre—may also lead to the transgression of
boundaries, through which an imaginative impulse “carries over.” through
metaphor, to make a lasting personal difference to the terms and possibilities of
what might be considered and designated as ‘real’ experience. This may be
particularly true in the case of the performance of a tragedy (such as King Lear
or Antony and Cleopatra) which invelves a confrontation with death (its
irrevocable and literally unbearable chaos to human values, or its promise of an
eroticized, repudiating escape from them):

Like Butler, Batille and Sontag each propose that images of death, or the risk
of death, may conjure up an erotic infinity for the viewer or reader beciuse
death signifies an indefinable state. This death-like erotic infinity, which
defies the limitiions and precepts of the social world, can be represented and
apprehended only in terms of its tension with the everyday—that is, th rough i
dynamics of transgression in which social, personal and even “natural” laws
are foregrounded and shatered at the same time. | Liepe-Levinson 147-8)

This is a different sort of “pleasure.” Simon himself proposes that “PLEASURE
I5 FOUND IN METAPHOR, SATISFACTION IN NARRATION" (143), but I
would propose that tragic drama offers us the pleasures of discontinuity through
metaphor, which suggests that the satisfactions of mere (literalist) narration are
comparatively limited. Karoline Gritzner has questioned some limitations in
Bataille’s characterisation of eroticism “as a force which breaks down the
socially perceived discontinuity of being” (Gritzner 102): Gritzner notes how
this (fundamentally Hegelian) notion of a deliberate loss of self in eroticism is
questioned in Barker’s drama and theatre where “the characlers engage in erotic
games of seduction in which the reaching of sexual climax is no longer the
exclusive aim”™ (103); rather. she suggests “[t]he experience of erotic pleasure is
presented as deriving from a perception of reality as an aesthetic construct
which is characterised as process, deferral and transformation™ (103-4: see also
Rabey, “Two.” for an account of Barker's dramatization, in his play The Twelfth
Barle of Isonzo, of an eroticism depending on the intricacy of elaborated

description and proximity, the extrapolation of longing rather than the summary
of its satisfaction).
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world™ (138). In this sense, it is possible for the “nightenglish” of the
theatrically fantastic to interrogate or repoeticizefredramatize the terms,
consequences, and moral priorities of the explicatory and justifying
“dayenglish” of social realism. Liepe-Levinson suggests that whilst fantasy is
different 10 the literal terms of reality, it is not always separate from it: indeed
the difference may provide a constructive liberation: “The more fantastical the
scene, the more it underscores a shattering of social and personal boundaries, the
closer it comes to representing the almost impossible to represent—the extreme
physical and emotional sensations produced by sexuval desire” and “the more
room it allows for expansions on conventional sex roles” (Liepe-Levinson 148),
While Liepe-Levinson’s comments are inspired by various forms of erotic
performance, the observations might significantly be applied to (seriously?)
fantastic theatrical scripts and performances. such as of Caryl Churchill and
David Lan's play A Mowthful of Birds (1986), Churchill's Clowd Nine {1979)
and The Skriker (1994), Barker's The Castle (1985). Howard Brenton's Sore
Throars (1979}, David Rudkin’s The Triumph of Death (1981) and The Saxon
Shore (1986), and Anthony Neilson's The Censor (1997). And the power of
Heathcote Williams's polymorphously perverse play AC/DC (1970) can be
resomantly  identified through reference 1o Simon’s account of the
“sadomasochistic charade.” which “eroticizes the extended performance beyond
the immediately genital” in terms of poetic/physical defiance of “a context of
communication systems where virtually all are given immediate access o
intimacies of social power, bul access projected through cool media where
bureaucratic rationalization depersonalizes the causes of frustration and outrage”
(134).

MIMETIC JEOPARDY (THE NEARNESS OF YOU)

Liepe-Levinson cites Freedman's assertion that the strip show is “gquintessential
theatre, its stage the battle place of one’s look™ (qud. in Liepe-Levinson 165).
However, drama often provides cues for the (avowedly fictional but
compellingly convincing) performance of the ‘battle place of the look,” and
theatre provides opportunities for spectators to observe and relish these battles,
relatively unobserved. A particularly powerful juncture of performances may
even lead the spectator to marvel at the performer’s suggestion that more is ar
stake here than conventional investmems necessitare. In this respect, | would
suggest that there is less of a disjunction between the strip show and the “more
legitimate” theatre than Licpe-Levinson suggests. In strip shows, she notes how
“Isleemingly raw or involuntary responses of the body that occur within the
frames of theatre create a particular dilemma and added thrill” for “such acts
lure spectators into the game of actively guessing whether the performers’
pleasures or pains are real or pretend” (116).
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FLIRTING WITH DISASTER

One night, [ stood in the wings of a theatre, waiting to go onstage, with my
fellow performers, and thought: “One day all of these people will be dead’. Now
at least one of them is,

Having worked for weeks to evolve a thrust and pattern, now the performers
dressed and queved to walk out and present images of tragic melancholy:
insisting on the inevitability of irrevocable loss. In time, no one would
remember what they had done. Their reasons for doing it were not obviously

sufficiem for their exertions and pains; that is to say, this activity was not a
necessary or wise investment of time, money or emotion.

They were literally flirting with disaster.

Their images of make-believe attempted 1w make the members of the
audience “enamoured” (Barba 172) whilst confronting the inevitability of
irrevocable loss, through death, which they would all one day know: the same
experience, but each in different terms.

The performers gave no reason. They were unreasonable, They might prove
intolerable. They would only be pardoned if they made the audience enamoured
of their own tragic melancholy, If they discovered a thrill in the nearness of loss,

This sense of loss is approached in readily immediate terms by a Clive
James lyric:

When in a later day

Little of the viston lingers

Memory slips avway

Every way but through fingers

Textures come back 1o you real as cian be
Making you feel
Time doesn't heal

And towech his & memory. (lames 333)

Here, the image, the incidence, the sensation of the erotic touch becomes an
imagined talisman, worn by recurrent fingering, compulsively alluring in its
demonstration that “Time doesn’t heal.” Here, the painful sacrament of the erotic
contact becomes more precious than the promise of Time, whose so-called
healing is exposed as merely a crawling, unstoppable desensitization. Even the
regretied action—in oneself, in another—can exert the character and fascination
of a scar,

I propose that the performer is briefly but significantly outside of the
conventional claims of Time, which the audience normally experiences and
represents. We queue and pay to be surprised again by our own pleasurable and
painful nearness even as—and because—we know we thereafter rejoin the
current of conventional time, and its associated loss. But this sense of loss is at
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NOTES
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Encore/en corps: Staging Mother in Michel
Tremblay’s For the Pleasure of Seeing Her
Again and the Maternal Rhetoric of Twentieth-
Century Drama

Sheila Rabillard
University of Victoria

When I first saw For the Pleasure of Seeing Her Again (in the original Encore
une fois, si vous permettez, 1998) during its 1999 performance at the Belfry
Theatre. Victoria,' just a few months remained before my son’s birth. In the
euphoria of prospective motherhood, | took Tremblay’s theatrical portrait of
“"Nana™ to be a wonderful gift from son to mother. I still think it is: but Derrida
reminds us that #ifts are not free. nor freely given, and reflection has shown me
the weight of debt implicit in Tremblay's play and the finely-calibrated
exchanges of power he dramatizes. Despite the brevity of this two-character play
and its clarity of form, it is not simple. One of its peculiarities is that it
represents a continuation of a series of collections of autobiographical short
narratives: Les vies animées (1990; translated as Bambi and Me), Douze coups
de thédrre (1992; translated as Twelve Opening Acts), Un ange cormu avee des
ailes de rdle (1994; translated as Birth af @ Bookworm), and Banbons assortis,
published after the composition of the play, in 2002. In these collections
Tremblay takes as point of departure, respectively, memories of the cinema, the
theatre, books, and family anecdotes. In brief humorous tales he revisits (the
sequence is roughly the same in each book as in the play} his childhood, his
adolescence, and the beginnings of his adult life, chiefly his life as a writer.
Furthermore, before these autobiographical récits, Tremblay had already drawn
on his own experiences (though in more fictionalized form) in creating his
novels about Plateau-Mont-Royal.” The outlines of Tremblay’s mother, née
Rhéauna (affectionately, Nana) Rathier, can be discerned in the “Fat Waman™ of
these novels; she also shares some traits with Germaine Lauzon of his first
theatrical success, Les Belles Soeurs.” She appears under her own name in the
novel Un Objet de beauté (1997; translated as A Thing of Beauiv), but here
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