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ABSTRACT
“FIGURES FROM THE AIR™:
THE MEDIATISED VERBAL PERFORMANCES
OF LAURIE ANDERSON AT WARNER BROTHERS

Carlos Guilherme Hiinninghausen
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina—2002
Supervising Professor: Dr.José Roberto O’Shea

The main purpose of this research—to examine the song-texts of a selection of
the mediatised performances of American multimedia artist Laurie Anderson released
by Warner Brothers between the 1980s and the 1990s—has been informed by the
observation that at the beginning of this new century mediatised performances have not
only secured more prestige (having deprived theatre some of its privileges) but also
produced a wider impact in the economy of cultural signs at work in the present
(Auslander). This research tests the extent to which mediatised performances both
exemplify a contested notion of performance and present more appropriate means to
circulate commodity culture more efficiently than live performances. Having been
referred to as ‘“crossover performances” (Birringer), Laurie Anderson’s mediatised
performances represent a contested notion of performance because they refuse to be
evanescent, traditionally one of performance art’s foundations. My starting point was to
establish the overall relevance of the term “crossover” for performance art in general
and for Anderson’s own brand of performances. Thus, I have started with a general
theory of performance and performance art, investigating the overall relevance of
Anderson’s crossover. Originally coming from the New York avant-garde, Anderson
invades the world of pop music circulating her performances in the media as products of
various technologies.Anderson’s work goes against ordinary trends of performance that
understand the term to be mainly defined by its evanescence. Moreover, prototypical
performance art is identified by its association with the historical Western avant-garde,
not with the establishment (mass media). At the same time, mediatisation necessarily
compels Anderson to become absorbed by the economy from which she draws. That is,
mediatisation means that Anderson’s performances can now be “mechanically”
retrieved. Additionally, her electronic personae in performance—by surpassing the
boundaries of both her own physical body and her original spatial (and temporal) co-
ordinates—are inserted into the flow of commodity culture. Thus, these performances
participate in the economy of repetition as cultural signs that, in the present, extend
commodity culture’s hold of reality (Baudrillard). One of my aims has also been to
check how Anderson seems to have found in popular music not only a suitable vehicle
to communicate her ideas but also a particular way to reflect on technology as
performance. That is, by inserting her performances in the environment of mass media,
Anderson can better negotiate the impact of mass media upon individuals and their
identities. I have concluded that, crossing over and mediatisation, in respect to Laurie
Anderson, means moving away from functioning mainly by way of the transgressive
strategies deployed by avant-garde art and embracing the strategies of mass culture
while still remaining politically resistant.

- Number of pages: 267
Number of words: 82.717



RESUMO

“FIGURAS QUE VEM DO AR™:
AS PERFORMANCES VERBAIS EM MIDIA ELETRONICA
DE LAURIE ANDERSON
PARA WARNER BROTHERS

Carlos Guilherme Hiinninghausen
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina—2002
Professor Orientador: Dr.José Roberto O’Shea

O principal objetivo desta pesquisa—examinar uma sele¢do dos textos gravados
das performances da artista de multimeios norte-americana Laurie Anderson langados
pela gravadora Warner Brothers durante a década de 1980 e 1990—surgiu da
observagdo de que no inicio deste novo século performances que circulam na midia
parecem ter adquirido n3io somente mais prestigio cultural (tendo retirado do teatro
muitos dos seus privilégios) como também maior impacto na economia de simbolos
culturais que funciona no presente (Auslander). Esta pesquisa testa os limites destas
performances em midia, que representam tanto um conceito disputado de performance,
como também possuem as ferramentas apropriadas para circular mais eficientemente na
cultura de massa do que performances ao vivo. Tendo sido chamadas de crossover
(Birringer) estas performances de Laurie Anderson representam um conceito disputado
de performance porque as mesmas se recusam a ser evanescentes, tradicionalmente um
dos conceitos centrais da performance. Assim, meu ponto de partida foi estabelecer a
relevancia do termo crossover para a performance arte em geral e para o tipo de
performance apresentado por Anderson. Originalmente vinda da vanguarda nova-
iorquina, Anderson invade o mundo da musica pop oferecendo suas performances como
produtos de varias tecnologias. Além disso, performances prototipicas sempre foram
identificadas pela sua ligagdo histérica com a arte de vanguarda, ndo com os meios de
comunica¢io em massa. Ao mesmo tempo, o processo de mediatizagido forca Anderson
a se tornar parte da economia da qual ela retira suas forgas. Isto €, com o processo de
mediatizagdo ndo somente as performances de Anderson podem ser “mecanicamente”
reproduzidas, sua identidade eletrénica em performance—ao ultrapassar os limites
impostos por seu préprio corpo e por suas coordenadas espago-temporais—¢ inserida no
fluxo da economia de bens de consumo. Desta forma, estas performances participam na
economia de repeti¢do que funciona no presente como simbolos culturais que estendem
o poder da economia de bens de consumo sobre a realidade (Baudrillard). Um dos meus
objetivos foi testar como—com o processo de mediatizagdo—Anderson parece ter
encontrado na musica popular ndo somente um veiculo mais apropriado para comunicar
suas idéias como também um modo particular de refletir sobre a prépria tecnologia
como uma performance. Isto é, inserida no ambiente de comunicagdo em massa,
Anderson pode negociar com vantagens o proprio impacto da midia sobre os individuos
e suas identidades. Assim, conclui que passar da vanguarda para a cultura de bens de
consumo, ao menos no que diz respeito a Laurie Anderson, significa afastar-se do modo
como a vanguarda sempre funcionou e apropriar-se do modo de operacido dos meios de
massa sem, contudo, perder consciéncia politica. :

Numero de paginas: 267
Numero de palavras: 82.717
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What is the great globe

Itself but a Loose-Fish?

And what are you, reader, but a Loose-Fish
And a Fast-Fish, too?

(Herman Melville—Moby Dick)



Preliminary Considerations:

Performance and Mediatisation

For twenty-five centuries, Western knowledge has tried to look upon the world.
It-has failed to understand that the world is not for the beholding.

It is for hearing. It is not legible, but audible.

(Jacques Attali)

When there is an accelerating repetition of the identical,
messages become more and more impoverished,

and power begins to float in society,

just as society floats in music.

(Jacques Attali)

Broadly speaking this research is born as a result of my own impatience with a
host of academic practices that still make value judgements based on ascribing high art
a “serious” intention and denying mass produced objects (for instance, Laurie
Anderson’s “Odd Objects™) their proper relevance and cultural import. To me (and
other commentators such as Simon Frith or Philip Auslander') this distinction has
become untenable. The reason is rather simple. How can you escape producing art in an
industrial context if practically the whole world is made to pass through the filter of the
mass media industries (viz. Dave Marsh)? Many critics, however, have had difficulty
adjusting to these new realities of mass produced art.

Thus, this research proposes to examine the song-texts (the printed lyrics which
accompany the recordings) from a selection of the mediatised performances that
| American'multimedia artist Laurie Anderson released for entertainment giant Warner
Brothers. To my mind, these seem to exemplify a contested notion of performance. In
other words, based upon the observation that at the beginning of this new century

mediatised performances seem to have secured not only more prestige (having seized



theatre some of its privileges) but also have produced a wider impact on the economy of

cultural signs at work in the present (Auslander Liveness 5, 162), this research wants to

test the extent to which mediatised performances, that is, those performances (such as

Anderson’s) that have been ﬁxéd, made repeatable and which circulate in the masé |
media as various products of media technology and commodity culture, exemplify a

contested notion of performance. In this sense, the appropriateness of Laurie Anderson

seems clear because, as Jon McKenzie puts it, “the twists of [Anderson’s] work lie in

the path she cuts across these three terrains of performance: cultural, technological, and

bureaucratic” (“Laurie Anderson for Dummies’.’ 31), which seem to represent a fresh

axiom of our days.

Coming from the New York avant-garde art world, Anderson “sells out” and
enters commodity culture via popular recordings. Thus, her recordings for multinational
entertainment giant Warner Brothers not only bring together the worlds of avant-garde
performance and popular music into the landscape of electronic, mediatised
performance distributed world-wide, they do so as integral, electronic performances
disseminated as entertainment, mass produced cultural products intended for displaced
audiences world-wide. McKenzie notes:

her work situates cultural performance within the digital space of
performativity, a space dominated by a certain ensemble of language
games ruled by efficiency and profitability. Cultﬁral performance—long
studied in the U.S. as transgressive, resistant, transformational—can be
read as a language game Anderson plays against and within two other,
highly normative, games of performance: the technological and the
bureaucratic. Technological performance refers to such parameters as the

efficiency, speed, and reliability of a technical system. In the language



games of engineering, performance is a criterion used to design and
evaluate literally thousands of ‘technologies, ranging from air fresheners
to supercomputers. Thus, there are high-performance music systems,
high-performance guidance devices, and high-performance race cars. On
the not-so-other hand, bureaucratic performance refers to different,
though related, parameters, those of profitability, flexibility, and
optimization. ... Laurie Anderson’s performance art, through its use of
~ electronic media and corporate sponsors, creates an electric body that
cuts across the stratum, recombining elements from the language games
of cultural, technological, and bureaucratic performance. (“Laurie

Anderson for Dummies” 39)
If McKenzie is right (and it is my opinion he is), the momentum .that Anderson’s
mediatised performances gather points precisely to the course she takes across the fields
of cultural, technological, and bureaucratic performance, i.e., by connecting in ‘“her
language games” these three fields that seem to have acquired more and more
importance in contefnpofary times—"technical efficiency”, “bureaucratic proﬁtability”
and “cultural performance”—Anderson is able to comment on the mechanics of their
performances. In a broad sense performance can be understood as organised
information. Thus, Anderson creates an “electric body” that interfaces and recombines
apparently oppdsed fields in mediatised / electronic performance.(McKenzie “Laurie
Anderson for Dummies” 39). Consequently, this study is an attempt to address the
functioning of these electronic performances as repositories of knowledge, exposing
their conceivable substantial role in the formation of human identity (something which
is unlikely to be found in ourselves, but which we construct, put on in everyday

performance).



American critic Philip Auslander not only argues at length that contemporary
times are witnessing “a further diminution of the symbolic capital associated with live
events” (Liveness 162), he also speaks of Laurie Anderson’s performances and personae
as being “always already mediatised” (Presence 55). This is worth pausing over because
it points to an important distinction. As suggested above, the term “mediatised” seems
to imply a definition of mediatised performances based on their circulation in the mass
media. Thus interpreted, however, it describes the situation of mediatised perforimances
only halfway. True, Laurie Anderson’s performances are mediatised when they go from
live to recorded, but the situation is more complex and conceptual than this.
“Mediatised” performances also imply and explore an awareness ‘of the way in which
reality itself is, eventually, a mediated, artificial construct or series of fabricated events.’
Thus, mediatised performances recognise that attempts that aim at creating a transparent
language that would serve as the means to explore objective reality have been proven
deficient. In other words, mediatised performances (although in many aspects
indistinguishable from “live” events) become events that offer an enhancement of
physical space. In addition to this, mediatised performances acknowledge their own
status as media within a mediatic system that includes the mass media and information
technologies (Auslander Liveness 6).

My own interest in the song-texts of Anderson’s mediatised performances here
mirrors those notions fhat see media-derived experience as the cultural donﬁnant of
contemporary times (Fredric Jameson, Jean Baudrillard) and recognise in the process of
mediatisation a way of further contesting reality (Philip Auslander) not as degraded,
second rate by-products of a much superior and more critical cultural context that is still
to be found in the cathedrals of high art (galleries, museums, universities, etc). In short,

audiences first experience Anderson’s performances through the filter of mass



production, either by way of the heavy mediatisation of her live concerts (McClary
“Start Making Sense!” 137) or because these performances have been originally
designed to be inserted in the flow of commodities (economy of repetition) that makes
.up the media landscape (television, popular records, film, magazines and radio). Thus,
my interest in the song-texts of the performances of Laurie Anderson released through
Warner Brothers is justified insofar as these offer an adequate example of electronic,
repeatable performance produced primarily for the mass media, a field which only now
is starting to be properly theorised.

Historically, such is not the conventional view commonly used to control
notions of performance art which, rooted in the European avant—gard‘e and 1960s
political theatre, read performance as an artistic format born out of artists’
dissatisfaction with an art market increasingly capable of absorbing shock into its
economy of objects (co-option) and the simultaneous exhaustion of formalist strategies
to escape the regulation of pictorial representation (Goldberg Performance Art 184).
Traditional notions of performance art imply both an ontology of performance based on
its ephemeral existence and evanescence from the present (the idea that performances
are live events), and that these are in short supply, serious high art.

From the moment of its inception then, and for decades afterwards, performance
art rejected objecthood (that is, aesthetic beauty or its cult)’ and pictorial representation
in a struggle to fight back the dangers and treacheries of preservation (Phelan Ends of
Performance 8), provoking and contesting normative notions of what art and artistic
practice should be like. As a consequence of this radicalism, performé.nce has been
mostly connected to the avant-garde tradition and in its various guises over the years has
failed to recognise in the field of mass produced cultural objects (say, television) the

dominant context (or daily life experience) of the Western/ized world (Auslander



Presence 2; Liveness 2). Thus, the mediatisation of performahces is placed at a
crossroads: despite the erosion of the differences between mediatised and live events,
performance theory continues to characterise their relationship as one of opposition
(Auslander Liveness 11).

Mediatised performances represent a contested notion of performance because
{(unlike theatre and ritual, which—having been the cradle for performance studies—do
not seem to require additional confirmation) in order to contrast mediatised
performances with live performances many critics (Peggy Phelan, Josette Féral) still
hang on to assumed ontological differences between the live and the recorded event. In
my view, these are terms which, just as it has happened to their siblings “serious high
art” and “popular, mass produced art”, may as well have ceased to be operative in our
postmodern context. The question is so pressing (and we seem to be so deeply buried by
electronic performance) that doubts have been already cast as to whether mediatisation
can still be considered human language or mere electronic noise (viz. Eric Bogosian). In
addition, mediatisation (effectively?) kills off the relevance of the original and the
commodity value of artistic objects by removing one of the privileges accorded to
galleries and museums, that serious art has to be viewed and absorbed in special places, |
that an artistic object has to be unique. Philip Auslander:

At a moment in cultural history when one literally can obtain the same
cultural object at a garége theater in Soho and the neighborhood video
store, at the museum and on network telévision, any clear-cut distinction
between ‘advanced’ art and mass culture becomes untenable. (Presence
65)

Yet for many commentators (again, such as Peggy Phelan or Josette Féral) it is

performance’s entry into commodity culture that represents the death of performance. It



is precisely perforinance’s evanescence from the ‘present, performance’vs ephemeral
existence and subsequent recovery as spectatorial memory that are at the core of its
ontological resistance to commodification and mechanical reproduction (or should we
say digital reﬁlication?). Thus, however historically correct, the traditional view of
performance art, still premised on assigning high-art the realm of meaning while
bestowing its debased counterpart, mass culture, the realm of non-meaning (Auslander
Presence 170), cannot accommodate contemporary performances that have been
predominantly designed for preservation and circulation in the mass media.
Consequently, these mediatised performances inhabit a realm that is to a great extent
outside the reach of avant-garde and academic circles not interested in television or
popular music, whose scholars, as Auslander notes, seem to have dealt more fruitfully
with the question of mediatisation than performance studies scholars (Liveness 3).

As I said at the beginning of this introduction, this study is partly bofn out of my
impatience with expositions that fail to go beyond this simplistic categorisation—high -
culture as meaning/mass produced as non-meaning—and partly born out of my belief
that the electronic, mediatised performances of Laurie Anderson, and therefore
electronic presence, demand an urgent mapping out. Again, one of my premises for
studying these electronic performances comes from Philip Auslander, who explains that
Anderson epitomises one strand of performance z;rt that

engage[s] postmodern culture critically, even if the forms that critical
perspective takes are not instantly recognizablé as such, especially to
those whose notions of the relations between art and politics were formed
in the 1960s or who subscribe to a Frankfurt School view of mass
culture’. (Presence 3, italics in the original)

Consequently, as Anderson wholly embraces the modes of production and status



common to commodity culture (mass distribution, mass production), her mediatised
performances deny traditional models of performance art one of its most characteristic
frameworks, that it is ephemeral live art in the presence of an audience (Phelan Ends of
Performance 8). Thué, Anderson’s mediatised performances seem to exerhplify a
problematic, yet-to-be-mapped, contested notion of performance (or performative
product?)” at the crossroads of the electronic paradigm.

In other words, because mediatisation inserts performances into everyday life,
staging the lives of other cultures as performative (Kershaw Politics of Performance
133), thus intensifying the performative quality of the representational world, this
research proposes to investigate how the mediatised performances by Laurie Anderson
participate in this economy of signs while, paradoxically, still working with the
performativity of language. Thus, the focus of my analysis falls on the song texts of
Laurie Anderson and what their words do, that is, the import of these particular words in
mediatised performances as they enter the flow of commodity culture and how they are
used to engage audiences’ commitment to the electronic landscape of mass produced
objects, or “the spectacle of a culture dominated by the new electronic media”
(Birringer Theatre xiii).

These formulations certainly imply that, in contemporary times, electronic
performance represents an adequate means to reach displaced audiences for whom the
intrinsic and determining experience of daily life is marked by mediatisation. This,
however, does not mean that I do not value live performance. My interest in mediatised
performances derives from my feeling that mediatisation poses an intriguing paradigm::
at present, mediatisation plays an important role not only because it seems to extend
(and help maintain) the “reality principle” (viz. Freud, Baudrillard) across cultures but

because, in order to be economically sound, live performance has to be backed up so to



speak by electronic mediatisation. This fact represents a “catch 22” of sorts that binds
live performance and mediatisation together in relation to the electronic paradigm. In
the electronic age, the age of digital replication (in which there is virtually no distinction
between copies and originals); live performance emulates mediatised performance, and
mediatised performance emulates liveness (viz. Auslander Presence 67), that is,
“together these two segments hold a critical balance in construcﬁng a much desired
reality effect (or should we say ersatz reality), inside which (the electronic paradigm)
much of the Western/ized world seems to be immersed.

In my selection of the song-texts from Laurie Anderson’s recorded performances
released through Warner Brothers, read in close connection with the relevant theoretical
material, I followed chronological and representational criteria. Since, in the words of
Jon McKenzie, the “media blitzes” through which Anderson goes make it impossible to
cover every aspect of Anderson’s mediatised performances, this research, divided into
three key sections, proposes to discuss the following: in the first section I offer a critical
panorama of the contested notion of performance and performance art, trying to
highlight the differences between these models of thought (meanings, definitions) and
the import of these differences to an understanding of performance as engaged by such
approaches. The purpose of this section is to suggest something of the complexity of the
field and provide a context for the discussion that is to follow. In the second section I
analyse Laurie Anderson’s emergence from the avant-garde performance art tradition
into mass culture, trying to highlight how, in the present, such formerly useful
distinctions between serious high art and popular, mass produced art, original and copy,
may have ceased to be operative in relation to mediatised performances. Thus, I
emphasise Laurie Anderson’s crossover (her moving from the New York avant-garde

into corporate entertainment, as Johannes Birringer puts it) as an astute rebuttal to



10

commodification, highlighting the role storytelling plays in her mediatised
performances. The third section examines selectively the song-texts of Anderson’s
mediatised performances included in Big Science (1982), Mister Heartbreak (1984),
Home of the Brave (1986), Strange Angels (1989) and Bright Red (1994)®, as stories
which try to map out the utterly coded landscapes of the contemporary environment,
which we recognise as the Western/ized world.

Throughout this study I have tried not to ignore my own perspective in writing
(the apparatus available to me as critical tool) nor presume a critical view that denies its
own implications in writing. In other words, I do not once pretend to stand back and
regard Anderson’s performances from some critically d¢tached, unbiased perspective.‘
On the contrary, I’d rather take full account of the trappings and misgivings inherent to
writing (and why not say reading) as performative activities both contaminated and
contrived by time, that is, happening (mostly?) as they unfold in front of you as wofds,
and not as meaning that can be ideally recovered from a specific location at the end of
this study. To achieve this kind of interaction I must first get rid of the artificially
constructed boundaries proposed by traditional views on critical distance and consider
myself part of Anderson’s electronic audience, immersed in this electronic environment,
a target of her “media-blitzes”. Mine is an “ex-centric” position then, that of a Third
World individual “trapped” in a [electronic, I would add] consumption of the “global”
(Born 266); and taking into account this “ex-centric” position the reader is challenged to
access and assess this research. Thus, I must admit to the limitations (and possibilitiés, |
too) of a research written by a white male Brazilian student of a Foreign Literature
department in Brazil for whom the English language can never have the same taste of

his own mother tongue partly erased in these writings.
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However, even if I seek to hold on to (bacademic) writing as a performative
activity, I expect the texts that make up this dissertation and recover the performances in
question resemble open endéd essays, for I do not—once—recognise in writing
(academic or otherwise) a final activity. Jean Baudrillard:

The only question in this journey is: how far can we go in the
extermination of meaning, how far can we go in the non-referential
desert form without cracking up and, of course, still keep alive the
esoteric charm of disappearance? ... And the crucial moment is that brutal
instant which reveals that the journey has no end, that there is no longer
any reason for it to come to an end. (America 10)
Thus, hoping that my writing exceeds the (speed) limits imposed by meaning, I have
taken the liberty of incorporating three “Interludes”. These pauses are meant as personal
reflections, which—assimilating autobiography—are inserted here to reflect on the
content of the discussions carried out in their neighbouring sections, a way of getting rid
of the artificially constructed boundaries proposed by traditional views on critical
distance, and a way of considering mslself part of Anderson’s electronic audience. The
next section bégins with a discussion of the traditional models according to which

performance and performance art have been structured.

! Frith is a British scholar who has extensively researched on the meanings of contemporary
popular music. Auslander is one of the first scholars to dedicate an entire chapter to Laurie
Anderson .

2 Although a rather ragged issue, since Deconstruction set foot in the academy, over the years
the idea that reality may be nothing but a fiction of sorts has become more and more
popularised, almost a cliché. Baudrillard seems to be one of the many responsible for
popularising the issue beyond limit. It is from his approach that I develop my own. Historically,
however, such notions may date as far back as Greek philosophy, when Plato divided reality,
placing all forms of representative art in general in the lowest rank of his theory. Performance
theory, as a recent annexation, greatly opposes such view, structuring its precepts upon the
conviction that certain acts escape representation altogether, thus making it impossible to
differentiate between representation and reality.

? Traditionally, objecthood could be further defined as the belief that art is supposed to create
transcendence by means of aesthetically acceptable objects (Harrison 520). . -
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* The Institute of Social Research, originally affiliated to the University of Frankfurt in 1923
(Harrison 520).

* The notion of the “performative” (as opposed to the “constative”) comes, of course, from the
collection of the lectures by British philosopher J.L.Austin. Published in 1962, How to Do
Things with Words is centred on the suggestion that we can use language performatively, that is,
we can use language to effect changes in the world (“I dare you” is a good example), instead of
merely using it to convey information (which would be the constative use of language).

S Although I am aware that for some commentators the absence of a detailed analysis of United
States I-IV Live, which for some represents Anderson’s crucial mediatised performance, may
constitute an unforgivable absence, I have to reiterate that in this thesis I am mainly interested in
* performances that have been originally released as mediatised performances, in other words,
marketed as popular music recordings (commercial commodities) for Anderson’s so called
“electronic audiences”. Thus, even though United States I-IV Live represents and encompasses a
large part of Anderson’s work for Warner Brothers, it still figures prominently as a recording of
a lengthy live performance. The same applies to The Ugly One with the Jewels (1995), both of
which I will keep under my sleeve, adding insights from these lengthy performances to be used
whenever needed.



Chapter 1

Performance—A Critical Overview

1.1 What is Happening to Performance in this Study?
Theory of Performance vs. Performance in Theory

Vs. Mediatised Performance

All the world is not, of course, a stage
but the crucial ways in which it isn’t
are not easy to specify.

(Erving Goffman)

As we have seen, at the centre of this study are the ideas of performance and of
performance art. Thus, from the outset, a number of questions have to be asked: What
shared grounds do these two terms cover? How have they been used? How (and where)
have they become accepted? Were these questions not complex enough, by focusing on
the performances of Laurie Anderson, yet another question must be raised:
mediatisation. The performances I am interested in here are performances that have
been fixed and made repeatable. Thus, I am not dealing with live performances—to
which theory has given more attention—but with a contested notion of performance. Let
me start with the first set of questions.

Let us remember how performance and performance studies became accepted as
~legitimate fields of artistic practice and research. That is, how did a wide variety of
events carve their way into the equally varied territory of art galleries, museums,
universities and everyday life? Moreover: How did performances become accepted both
as a discipline in universities, as art pieces in museums or galleries and as (sometimes)

an all encompassing type of notion used to describe, in anthropological terms, a wide
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range of social gatherings?

Marvin Carlson, in Performance: A Critical Introduction, asserts just how broad
in practice concepts of performance can be: “as its popularity and usage has grbwn, SO
has a cdmplex body of writing about performance, attempting to analyse and understand
just what sort of human activity it is” (1). Henry Sayre puts it this way: because
ordinary definitions of performance may include “performance [as] a specific action or
set of actions—dramatic, musical, athletic, and so on—which occurs on a given
occasion, in a particular place” (‘“Performance” 91), to work on a definition of
“performance” one needs a comfortable frame in which this term can be accommodated
and to which it can be keyed. Without this frame, the term easily escapes control,
becoming somewhat fluid, impossible to be discussed or studied:

Perfqnnance by its nature resists conclusions, just as it resists the sort of

definitions, boundaries, and limits so useful to traditional academic

writing and academic structures. (Carlson Performance 189)
Marvin Carlson writes of the discipline Performance Studies but the same observation
could be made of performance art. Therefore, even if working from different
backgrounds (Carlson is addressing here the whole set of discourses that have come to
be identified as Performance Studies), a working definition of performance and of
performance art is always—from the start and necessarily—an incomplete or
fragmentary project. It is so not only in respect to academic notions of structure and
writing, but especially in respect to the artists themselves who have been identified with
performance since the early 1970s:

Interestingly, the term performance has continued té elude a specific

definition and most often artists who have produced performance-type

works do not think of themselves as performance artists. Consequently,
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performance has sometimes served as a misused catch-all category.

(Loeftler viii)
As a result, it is partly because of this elusiveness—some kind of slippery, treacherous
ground—that performance art and Performance Studies are connected. For Marvin
Carlson, no matter how elusive and complex this body of writing becomes, always
defying stable categorisatioh, specification and conclusive boundaries, it will
nonetheless

look at the theory and practice of performance that seek within the

general assumptions of a postmodern orientation to find strategies of

meaningful social, political, and cultural positioning, arguably the most

critical challenge confronting performance today. (Performance 9)
Thus, we have established one of the reasons for faking up performance. It represents
yet a new opening, a new position from which judgements can be made. But to make
matters more complex, Johannes Bifringer adds: “one might have to rethink the idea of
performance in the mid-1980s and after ... especially ... at the level of post industrial
information and communication technology and mass-mediational systems” (Theatre
169). The latter is exactly the level that interests me.

As the critique of performance art and the theory of Performance Studies are the
substance that fuels this body of writing, I will be intentionally evading dogmatic
principles that presume to explain away the nature and core of performance because, as
Birringer reminds me, my own preferences as an interpreter are shifting. This——to come
up with a much too stable index of categories—would lead me to deny writing its
performative qualities, its continued disappearance into readers’ memory. Instead, in
this section, starting from these broad questions on the theory of performance, I will go

on to explore historical notions of performance (its emergence and current usage), then
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elaborate on the notions of “performance” and “performance art” rooted in the late
1950s, together with a few of their possible anthropological implications, to make the
reader aware of the different models used to control notions of performance before I
start describing and analysing (in Chapter 3) Laurie Anderson’s mediatised
performances (an example of Birringer’s observation a few paragraphs above), as she
moves from the avant-garde art scene into mediatisation. What I want to explore here,
namely the idea of performance “at the level of post industrial information and
communication technology and mass-mediational systems” (Birringer Theatre 169), has
been suggested by seminal work conducted by Johannes Birringer, Baz Kershaw, Peggy
Phelan, and Philip Auslander, of which the 1980s and 1990s recorded performances of
Laurie Anderson for Warner Brothers seem to be a “showcase”.

The aim of this section then—following Carlson’s approach—is to delineate a
critical frame for an understanding of the term “performance” and of the bulk of theory
surrounding it, as these notions have been used both in the theatre, in contemporary arts,
and, more recently, in the academy but insofar as they continually present themselves as

timely strategies for meaningful social, political, and cultural positioning.
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1.2 The Avant-garde in Performance:
From Happenings through Radical

Theatre to Performance Art

People keep thinking that “performance art” is something
that was invented sometime in the ‘80s,

but of course it’s actually been around a long time,

even before it had quotes around it,

but unlike ballet or opera

there are no companies that re-present this work

so it tends to disappear.

(Laurie Anderson)

Myths naturally arise where facts are scarce.
(Michael Kirby)

I begin with these two extracts because they encompass the extent of the
difficulties in mapping out the series of events that, as Laurie Anderson has aptly put,
once they had, as it were, quotes around them, became variously identified as
performance art. Often described in connection with the institutionally defined avant-
garde of the 1960s and 1970s, "performance art" now still validates one very specific,
gallery-oriented idea of avant-garde art and resistance, a usage which was consolidated
in the early 1970s when terms such as Body Art, Installations and Conceptual Art all
became trademarks of an artistic practice that was above all ephemeral and which
entertained the notion that art should surpass the boundaries of the object and of
pictorial representation. Such ideas had been pioneered, although in a less coherent
format, much earlier in some of the most influential avant-garde art movements from
Europe: DADA, Surrealism and Futurism. These avant-garde movements, with special
emphasis on DADA, threw to the ground much of the study of objecthood and of
pictorial representation.

The terms ““avant-garde” and “resistance” for these European movements were
understood as expressing dissatisfaction with and opposition to (a) an art market

increasingly capable of quickly absorbing most forms of creative expression, (b) a
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certain bourgeois status quo. Of special interest for performance art are the DADA
cabarets and the movement’s raging manifestos which set out to explore andv produce
more “‘experimental” or “untested” forms of artistic practice than perhaps could yet be
assimilated by the Art Exhibitions of Paris and New York. The wartime experiments of
expatriates Hugo Ball, Hans Arp, Francis Picabia and Tristan Tzara (to name but a few),
which started to take place at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich around 1916," involved a
blend of theatrical sketches and musical events. On those nights at the Cabaret Voltaire
concomitant poetry would be recited in which random words formed the basis of the
text, spontaneous music would be made by unusual instruments, and all such events
collapsed into a series of performances that would take place simultaneously. In one of
the movement’s most emblematic turns, Marcel Duchamp took a urinal, named it
Fountain, and turned it in at an art exhibition. Along other borders, Futurists explored
the role of machines and speed in modern life connecting these ideas both with Fascism
and enforcement of power, while the Surrealist group mainly concerned themselves
with the translation into art of Freud’s recent incursions on the interpretation of dreams
and the unconscious (Melzer 11-44, Richter 66-94).

By the 1950s and 1960s fhe shock produced by DADA had already been
absorbed, and the DADA performances at the Cabaret Voltaire (which took place either .
shortly before WWI or during it) had subsided into art-history and documentation. More
than often, however, DADA left documents and artworks that denied their own status as
artistic objects. Nevertheless, such “documents” found their way into museum
collections and art galleries” as the only products of a considerable number of artists. As
it is not farfetched to say that one of Dada’s main concerns seemed to be ideas and not
original artworks, its strategies and concerns began influencing other artists who were

likewise not interested in formalist or pictorial experiences, and who were soon to
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inspire a subsequent generation of artists. That is, long after DADA had dissolved,
another generation of artists, again trying to evade the operations of the art market,
resist the commodification of the artwork, eventually re-inscribe the limits of art and -
life, began working with volatile experiments, exploring a variety of media (projected
images, film, dance, music, narrative, principles of collage, assemblage, etc.). Again,
these experiments were not primarily intended as stable works of art, but as caveats to
stable categorisations, both taking on from DADA and carrying out its ideas and
experiments a bit further:
In terms of art theory what mattered was the medium: art became
something living, moving, and, by its nature, cﬁanging. Work and artist
were "for the time being" the same thing, and the space of art was
redefined as a moment or period or event: now the work stopped when
the artist's show was over. (Frith Performing Rites 204)
Not that the show necessarily “stopped” by the time the artist left the spot. Again,
documents of such events were almost always readily available, sometimes even
making up for the bulk of the work itself.> What this changing moment meant, though,
is that art became more than marginally connected to the artist and his/her bodily

presence, and so it was that by the late 1950s the Happenings hit the art market.
1.3 Radical Theatre and Happenings

In the early days of performance art, working on the fringes of acceptance,
artists may have had a lot in common with the European avant-garde movements of the
1920s, although this does not mean Happenings and performance art were exactly born

at that time (perhaps both were only beginning to be recognised as such). RoseLee
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Goldberg, who published in 1979 one of the first books on performance art, establishes
that the emergence of performance as an “artistic form(at)” is directly related to the
avant-garde movements of High Modemnism. Her book on the history of performance
art, as it equates the beginnings of performance art—a phenomenon that, as she also
recognises, “defies precise or easy definition”—in the 1960s with the avant-garde
movements of the 1920s (Futurism, Russian Revolution experimental theatré, Dada),
places the roots of performance art on the impatience of artists with .the “limitations of
more established aﬁ forms” (Performance Art 184). Seen from this perspective,
performance art becomes a ﬁeid of operations that, in seeking a standpoint from which
to deal with expressive materials that were not yet as completely exhausted as the
traditional ones sanctioned by the art world, dismantled many of the foundations upon
which Modern Art lay.

True, the very idea of escaping the boundaries of a recognised format of
representation, say, the theatre building, the text, and inserting art into action, and then
into the everyday practice of life, is disrupting, even irregular. Back then, leaking
categories, in artworks that crossed genre borders, threatened the status quo; the
separations and demarcations arbitrarily proposed (by theory, by tradition) on “life”
were (as perhaps they still are) very much feared because of the social transformation
they could generate. Ephemeral and volatile as these performances were, participation
or complicity in the events seemed to be the keys with which to understand Happenings
and performances then. Nevertheless, connivance in "mind expanding" events could
lead to social upheaval. Thus, performance's immediate connection is with the theatre
and its social and political vocation as expressed by Antonin Artaud (1896-1948),
whose Theatre and its Double has sought to escape the trappings of modern Western

society in search of an art that was not meaningless, possessed by metaphor, the text and
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ultimately ruled by the disparity of language and feeling. Artaud, whose influence was
uhdermined for several years by a text-oriented critical tradition (Carlson Theories 396),
sees the theatre as displacement, a libidinal flow, the realm of desire. It could be argued
that Artaud’s notions resurfaced again in several early performances, which sought the
experience uncontaminated by the signifiers of the theatre.

Hence, during the four decades from 1960s to the 1990s, the upheavals of
counterculture structured around political activism (feminism, black power, gay rights)
. seemed to have found a space in the arts by means of radical theatre, Happenings and
performance art. Resistance meant, above all, honestly (and voraciously) exploring
individual consciousness and identities by exposing and mangling the human body,
focusing on the stories told by the disadvantaged, the oppressed and the excluded. In
short, it meant all at once tranégressing as many principles as possible upon which
Modern Art (and ‘theatre) were founded. These politics, comments Marvin Carlson
quoting Jacki Apple, challenge "the media's version of our socio-cultural reality” (163).
By defying the media's version of a given reality,” artists 6penly sought to dismantle its
narrative strategies. Now, what we have here is the very problematic atmosphere most
performances (and why not say art) from this period dealt with: the contestation of an
exclusive and (rather) obvious structure of reality.

The rheans more overtly available to artists at the time invoked this strategy:
either you escaped commodification, with all possible problems mvolved—marginality,
lack of sponsors, the police—and entered the "avant-garde", seeking in the outskirts
some space from which to construct your “marginal” identity which (if effective) would
dispute the surfaces proposed by the media, or else, you were co-opted, absorbed into
the media’s exchange economy of signs, objects and mass produced meaning, in sum, a

cultural economy based on repetition, reproduction and exchange value. Because the
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mirror was pointed at the culture industry, the media landscape and its spectacle, any
position that worked from within these surfaces (television or popular music, for
instance) would not be seriously recognised by the avant-garde as an effective means of
challenge.’

The subsequent failure of the historical avant-garde to engage audiences in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, as Philip Auslander points out, lies in its 1nability to
recognise resistance in terms other than these inherited ones (Presence 22). Thus, the
main problem with 1960s political activist commentary, which had been inherited from
the terms and strategies used by the European avant-garde (its notions of radical
transgression’®), was its inability to recognise any possibility of resistance articulated in
terms other than these it had inherited: radical transgression, marginality, negation. I
think this situation may have largely changed now and my attempt to focus solely on
Laurie Anderson’s mediatised performances seems to indicate this much. In postmodem
times, strategies of transgression such as the ones mentioned above—which I equate
with Modern thought—seem to rely on the idea of proposing value simply by opposing
one set of activities (those associated with high forms of art) to another (those
associated with the low). These, I reiterate, may as well have lost their prescriptive
powers.

Following this path, what we see is that artists working in the early period of
performance art, though merely beginning to explore other fields of cognitive
representation (the body, its presence, time and space), starting to map the "new fields"
(not the new styles) onto which art was being made possible when (somewhat) freed
from the traditional conventions of artistic practice (objectification, transcendence),
were also structuring a body of work which existed precisely to defy any stable and

convenient categorisation between the arts of painting, sculpture, dance and theatre.
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Cued by avant-garde experiments, a first generation of performers moved away from
several accepted structures—aesthetic beauty, transcendence, finished objects, pictorial
representation—to "stage" their creations in front of enthralled audiences.

Museums and art galleries acquired the rights to ideas and photographs, sounds
and films that documented the existence of such ideas (and actions) instead of owning
only finished artistic objects. Happenings and performances partly resisted
commodification then because they were ephemeral, evanescent but also, and mostly,
because the residue of their performances (documents, photographs, and videos) did not
unequivocally match the status of other, more readily approved, artworks.”

This kind ‘of early performance work, says Auslander, "is austere, often
threatening in its emphasis on physical risk and largely eschews theatricality and
concern with audience" (Presence 57). Avant-garde performances, at this point, had to
be threatening: they should dismantle operative assumptions about art (life?). Performer
Chris Burden is a case in point, perhaps best known for being shot in the arm by a friend
in what, as C.Carr puts it, became one of the most emblematic images of 1970s body art
(16). Through Burden’s performance, it is interesting to notice how performances made
the very notion of the artwork more than problematic. Performances not only questioned
the authority of the object by rejecting pictorial sensibility (How was one supposed to
understand art such as this?), they also subverted the idea that the artistic object spoke
for itself.

Additionally, some early performance work was not meant to be seen by any
audience but to “exist” only as a “concept” and in the document itself (usually
photographs). Consider, for example, Vito Acconci’s Seedbed 1972, or, again, Chris
Burden’s White light/White Heat 1975. In the latter, Chris Burden remained for twenty-

two days out of sight from the gallery’s audience on a platform (Carr 17). In Seedbed,
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Acconci hid himself underneath a ramp where he would be purportedly masturbating
(Sayre Object of Performance 4).
Liveness, the body and its presence (either mediated or not) were some of the
“new” grounds on which art was now being pushed. This kind of artistic practice
includes many other disparate examples such as Piero Manzoni's focus on the status of
his own body as the generator of art in works such as “Artist’s Breath”, “Living
Sculpture” and “Artist’s Shit” (all from 1961), Carolee Schneeman’s ‘“Meat Joy”,
(1964),® most of John Cage’s music theorising on the threshold of noise and silence, the
several bloody rituals of Hermann Nitsch (called Orgies, Mysteries, Theatre and
perfomed throughout the 1970s), and Chris Burden’s “TV Hijack” (1972), in which
Burden threatened the life of his interviewer.
Interestingly, however, for Marvin Carlson, the remote roots of performance art

are to be found much earlier:

It is unquestionably correct to trace a relationship between much modem

performance art and the avant-garde tradition in twentieth-century art and

theater, since much performance art has been created and continues to

operate within that context. But to concentrate largely or exclusively

upon the avant-garde aspect of modern performance art, as most writers

on the subject have done, can limit understanding both of the social

functioning of such art today and of how it relates to other performative

aqtivity in the past. (Performance 81)
Carlson’s well-chosen expression “performative activity” instead of “performance”
makes the point of not falling into the contemporary usage of the term: he wants to
undermine emphasis on the strong relation that was established in the late 1960s and

early 1970s between art, performance, and the avant-garde gallery circuit, just as much
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as he seems to accord performance its unique existence and function as social activity.
According to Carlson then, we may equate performance art only or mostly with the
avant-garde (for some, highly unpopular and elitist art forms) only if we want to ignore
the functioning of performance (art) socially. That is, to impart the history of
performance and performance art exclusively onto the avant-garde is a limited way to
attempt to grasp a plethora of complex phenomena. This is why, in the examples
included in Performance: A Critical Introduction (1996), unlike RoseLee Goldberg
(1979), Carlson goes further back in history than the European avant-garde to
foreground some of his views on performative activities, performance and performance
art.

Seen from Carlson’s angle, performance (and thus performance art) acquires an
anthropological dimension (viz. Richard Schechner), becoming part of social life,
occurring in the gathering places of the general public. The circus and the fairground,
says Carlson, “have been traditionally the favoured site of performance”, even when he
recognises “the solitary performer or small group of performers displaying their skills
before a gathering, even a single family in a medieval great hall, [which] offered a more
intimate performance model as one of the trends for performance that has continued up
to the present” (85). At this point, the author offers several other examples of early
performances:

The classic period had its musicians, its mimes, its jugglers, even its
rope-dancers, mentioned by Terence in the prologue to Hecyra. In the
middle ages there were the troubadours, the scalds and bards, the
minstrels, the montebanks, and that miscellaneous group of entertainers
that in England were designated as the "glee-men", "a term which

included dancers, posturers, jugglers, tumblers, and exhibitors of trained
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performing monkeys and quadrupeds.” (83)°
Thus, we move away from the avant-garde, Modemist idea of art necessarily anchored
on the breaking of arbitrarily constructed boundaries, fastened to an institution (a
gallery, a museum or exhibition), and viewed by (above all) small specialised
audiences, to focus on practices that are not even inscribed in éuch foundations but that
more genuinely connect social life and art: the public display of some sort of skill in an
almost undifferentiated, involuntary movement, from skill to its translation into a
patterned behaviour that will have—first—to be seen as playful, ritualistic or
performative (all at the same time), and only then “artistic”.

It is in this respect that performance meets anthropology and sociology; and it is
the American anthropologist Richard Schechner who issued a major statement in the fall
of 1973, when he listed seven areas of human activity where “performance theory” and
the social sciences coincide (Carlsdn 13). I think it is worth repeating them here:

1. Performance in everyday life, including gatherings of every kind.

2. The structure of sports, ritual, play, and public political behaviours.

3. Analysis of various modes of communication (other than the written word);
semiotics.

4. Connections between human and animal behaviour patterns with an emphasis on
play and ritualised behaviour.

5. Aspects of psychotherapy that emphasise person-to-person interaction, acting
out, and body awareness.

6. Ethnography and prehistory—both of exotic and familiar cultures.

7. Constitution of unified theories of performance, which are, in fact, theories of

behaviour. (Apud Carlson 13-14)

Schechner's list, Carlson remarks, is reminiscent of Georges Gurvitch’s attempt to
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“suggest future areas of research between theater and the social sciences published in
1956” (14), and connects the whole set of activities surrounding the phenomena of
“performance” with “theater” and “drama.”

Because Schechner proposes that these three interconnected phenomena not only
“occur among all the world's peoples” but also date back “as far as historians,
archaeologists, and anthropologists can go” (68), we find ourselves confronting a
fascinating prospect. That is, according to Schechner, performance is “coexistent” and
“simultaneous” with human behaviour. As I understand it, Schechner's remark, “as far
as histortans, archaeo}ogists, and anthropologists can go”, signifies not only a going
back in time to the limits of recorded enunciation, but also our complicity with the
hypothetical terms in which this enunciation is formulated; that is, our very
understanding of any phenomena (say, history) may already be inserted into a
performative frame as well. Thus, performance emerges as a central element of human
behaviour and, possibly, to human knowledge.

For example, both history and the very characteristics that we want to see
preserved unscathed in time can only be made (or unmade) in performance. To my
mind, it is from this perspective that we must understand the initial appeal of early
performance art examples, as the ones described above. Performance art was an early
attempt to bring this peculiarity out into the light:

[M]Juch of the recent anthropological analysis of performance has
emphasizedvhow performance can work within a society precisely to
undermine tradition, to provide a site for the exploration of fresh and
alternative structures and patterns of behavior. Whether performance
within a culture serves most importantly to reinforce the assumptions of

that culture or to provide a possible site of alternative assumptions is an



28

ongoing debate that provides a particularly clear example of the contested
quality of performance analysis. (Carlson 15)

It is thus that performance and its theory will become a highly contested field of
operations in which human activity (mind you, machines and animals also “perform”
and not always in front of a human audience)'® is brought into focus. Performance
becomes relevant as a representative item that informs our “locating ourselves”
throughout the times:

From a socio-historical perspective it would doubtless be relevant here to
point to the increasing significance of performance in everyday life as an
effect of urbanization and the decline of intimacy (more and more of our
dealings are with people we do not know), as an effect of industrial
capitalism (we no longer derive our identity from productive labor), as an
effect of commodity fetishism (our consumption i1s now a matter of
imagination, not need). (Frith 206)
What follows this state of things is best expressed by Steven Connor: “ours is a culture
that is so saturated with and fascinated by techniques of representation and reproduction
[cf. post-modernism], that it has become difficult for us to be sure where action ends
and performance begins” (109). That is, in the present, when the world itself has
become an intimidating repository of signs, nothing exists, nothing can practically
happen outside a performative frame,v that is, whatever we accomplish with signs, clues
and indications, even when it only makes sense for us, right here, right now, is
accomplished through performance. The image | have in mind is that of two mirrors
facing each other. Which one is framing the performance, which one is framing, say,
“reality”?

Since we are always, and necessarily, absorbed, being pushed over the limits of
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expression—representation (and why not say enunciation) by performance—our
involvement in performative activities may, eventually, not have any feasible end. It is
rather a matter of ever expanding performative frames (the two mirrors facing each
other). Theoretically, it is also possible to work within as many “performative frames”
as there are indicators (keys) available for these frames to become distinguished. Within
this sheath of single or multiple performative frames, many of us recognise postmodern
times. If we can think of postmodern landscapes as being those in which values based
on singular, absolute oppositions do not hold (for long), performance becomes the
inevitable ground over which we must thrive, over which our judgement, coming
suddenly to a halt, becomes performative, or at least aware of its performative qualities.
However, I am getting ahead of myself, there is more to be said about performance art
and Happenings.

As Michael Kirby says, in “Happenings: An Introduction”, the prevalent
mythology about Happenings is that they are theatrical performances with no scripts. In
fact, Happenings were not improvisations, they had a structure and followed a
rudimentary script (Kirby 2). Additionally: Happenings, which began in New York
lofts, later on moving to open spaces, were seen by forty to fifty people at the most, so
facts tend to get distorted and mythologies arise. I explain: the amount of people who
have actually seen a Happening is much smaller than the amount of people who have
read about them or seen its “documents” (3). Thus, a newspaper’s captioned description
of a Happening which might emphasise, say, the fact that a nude woman would be
standing in front of the audience throughout the event actually reaches more people than
the original event (2). Eventually it is this caption which will come to 1dentify and
distinguish such Happening: instead of participating in the event itself, or noticing the

qualities of the entire performance, audiences would get slightly biased partial
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descriptions, flawed “translations”. In other words, by augmentation, by addition and
selection, distorted versions of Happenings were incorporated into the vocabulary of the
art-world. At this point Happenings were far from being understood.

Discussing Allan Kaprow's “18 Happenings in 6 Parts”''

at the Reuben Gallery,
Carlson sayé: “[1]ts real departure from traditional art was not really in its spontaneity,
but in the sort of material it used and its manner of presentation” (96). If the central
concern of much contemporary performance (art) is the medium, the “removal of the
privileged status accorded to painting and sculpture in the Modernist vein [as] the
means to open the practices of art to a more relevant, more modern, social
anthropology” (Harrison 684), we have to understand that Happenings began with
painting and sculpture:
The fact that the first Happening in New York and many succeeding ones
were presented in the Reuben Gallery—sometimes on the same three—
or four—week rotation schedule that is common with art galleries—
serves to emphasize the fundamental connection of Happenings with
painting and sculpture. Could Happenings be called a visual/ form of
theatre? (Kirby 3)

To better understand what is meant by a visual form of theatre, we have to go
back in time, however briefly, and look at what two other artists were doing sometime
before Happenings and performance art became trendy as separate categories in the art
market. I am referring to the figures of Kurt Schwitters and Jackson Pollock, again to
DADA, and to a movement called Abstract Expressionism,'? respectively.

The German artist Kurt Schwitters, who had collaborated intensely with DADA,

also had, by 1924, transformed his own Hannover home into a MERZBAU": that is, he

turned his home into an environment, its walls and rooms being slowly modified so as
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to project protruding and angled shapes, receding rooms and secret panels. Emnst
Schwitters, Kurt Schwitteré’ son, says that the Merzbau started with his father's interest
in the relationship between the pictures he hung on the walls and the sculptures on the
floor."* He began by attaching wires from the sculptures to the paintings that soon
turned into wooden panels, which then led him to cbnstruct whole new compartments
inside his Hannover home. This house was destroyed by allied bombing of Germany.
Having to flee from Nazi Germany, at 60, Schwitters found in England’s Lake‘District a
barn where he set out to complete another ambitious construction: a US$1,000 award
from the Museum of Modern Art in New York enabled Schwitters to pay for a barm’s
annual rent of £52'° which, in spite of his decaying health, he began to transform with
found objects. The work, however, remained unfinished. Schwitters died in 1947 in
England’s Lake District without completing his last Merzbau, called Merzbarn.'®

Not much later, in the vein of Schwitters’ experiments, American (and, to a
lesser extent, European) painters, starting in the early 1940s, (but continuing throughout
the 1960s), seeking an alternative to figurative expression, turned the conventions of
representational painting upside down, as it were, by presenting pictures which, being
"mere blots of ink”, emphasised the sensuous action of painting itself, the materiality of
colour and pigment on a surface, and the "gesture" that fixed this instant on a canvas.
Pictures were no longer sites of meaning themselves (depicting one pictorial reality) but
the residue of a gesture preserved on pigment. The painting stood for the memory of an
action. In this sense, content (meaning) was less important than the activity that
produced significance for that "meaning".

Jackson Pollock, for instance, exploded the limits of the picture frame, painting
on the floor, and directly from a paint can, canvases that were sometimes eight meters

wide."” Pollock said of his huge, dripping paintings: “I feel nearer, more a part of the
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painting, since this way I can walk around it, work from the four sides, and literally be
in the painting” (World Book 1998). These “action paintings” of Pollock’s, as they were
soon dubbed,'® were, apparently, also highly performative, that is, centred around the
execution and the display of the artist's vigorous skills in “jotting down with pigment”,
but were at any rate biased towards the memory (the preservation) of the event taking
place. As a consequence, Pollock’s (and other Abstract Expressionists’) paintings left
highly marketable “marks”. Once the painter “performed” his job, it continﬁed in the
form of a finished, highly commercial, product or label (a canvas, an “action pai;lting”,
an “abstract picture”); even when the message of these vestiges themselves was centred
around the ephemeral memory of another action, such paintings began to gain currency
as a valid aesthetic strategy, and as a further destruction of pictorial space initiated by
Cubism (Greenberg “Towards” 557).

Soon, action (or Abstract Expressionist) paintings were being turned into
commodities.'” That is, the potential departure such movements may have had from
traditional painting was almost instantly absorbed and jeopardised because such
paintings did not really part with some of the more overtly recognised artistic
conventions, mainly those already acknowledged as such: the gallery circuit, the frame
(except for Pollock), pictorial sensitivity, transcendence. At this point, Pollock’s action
paintings could no longer be seen as revolutionary and shocking. Eventually, abstract
expressionism became the aesthetics of the day (a “new orthodoxy”). Before long,
everyone was blotting out with pigment, and galleries and museums flooded their
consumers with such “trendy’ artworks:

[T]en years after a debilitating major war, many artists felt that they
could not accept the essentially apolitical content of t7h6 then

overwhelmingly popular Abstract Expressionism. It came to be
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considered socially irresponsible for aﬁists to paint in secluded studios,‘
when so many real political issues were at stake. This politically aware
mood encouraged Dada-like manifestations and gestures as a means to .
attack establishment art values. (Goldberg Performance Art 144)
For the Abstract Expressionists, the departure from acceptable art forms failed to take
place because their "manner of presentation" (framed canvases in galleries and
museums) had carved its niche long before: the artist's show (the gesture of the painter)
was not over but continued in the painting itself, it did not stop the moment the action
stopped. On the contrary, it started on its "road to transcendence” once the painter put
the brushes aside. Conversely, at the Happenings, once the artist left the spot, the "work
of art" ceased to exist as such (at least in the physical world),?® to be recovered only by
its documents and spectatorial memory.

The final product of a Happening was not a highly marketable canvas but often a
few photographs, scratches of paper and an assortment of materials which tried to detail
(with words and drawings) the action or idea. As the focal point of artistic practice
changed, shifting from the ﬁnished "objects" (an aesthetic formal realisation, expression
and, nevertheless, shock) that could be easily incorporated by the well established art
market always eager for the clash of the everlasting new, terms such as Happenings and
performances (with their emphasis on the ephemerality of an experience vested in a
variety of artistic practices) were beginning to be used to describe "events" outside the
domain of the theatre. As we know, it 1s in the theatre that performance art always held
its most immediate articulations, albeit articulations which were predominantly literary
and verbal (the texts of performances long vanished as an archaeology of performance).
The “new” usage for the term performance was needed to describe the enhancement of

experience that a “special” moment or event could trigger. Curiously enough, all these
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events were not less dependent on “shock.”

It is interesting to note, then, that in the process of mapping new fields of artistic
practice (through the body in action), Happenings and early performances were still
informed by Ezra Pound's modernist motto: "Make it new! Make it new!", thus not
entirely breaking up with tradition but merely reasserting another set of modernist
principles. Nevertheless, these early performative experiments of the late 1950s and
early 1960s succeeded in escaping the more overtly accepted forms of artistic
representation, those conventionally defined by neat and convenient categories and
labels. So, artists working with performance—even though still partly informed by
modernist operations, that is, they still worried about breaking up with the past, with the
rules of tradition, to show something "new" which reinscribed the relation between art
and life—thought they managed to escape easily coined categories and the process of
commodification. Happenings, which, as we have seen, reached audiences of forty to
fifty people and took place in art galleries were thus<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>