University of

"1l Kent Academic Repository

Houston, Andrew (1998) Postmodern dramaturgy in contemporary British
theatre: three companies. Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis, University
of Kent.

Downloaded from
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/86023/ The University of Kent's Academic Repository KAR

The version of record is available from
https://doi.org/10.22024/UniKent/01.02.86023

This document version
UNSPECIFIED

DOI for this version

Licence for this version
CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives)

Additional information

This thesis has been digitised by EThOS, the British Library digitisation service, for purposes of preservation and dissemination.

It was uploaded to KAR on 09 February 2021 in order to hold its content and record within University of Kent systems. It is available

Open Access using a Creative Commons Attribution, Non-commercial, No Derivatives (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)
licence so that the thesis and its author, can benefit from opportunities for increased readership and citation. This was done in line

with University of Kent policies (https://www.kent.ac.uk/is/strategy/docs/Kent%200pen%20Access%20policy.pdf). If y...

Versions of research works

Versions of Record
If this version is the version of record, it is the same as the published version available on the publisher's web site.
Cite as the published version.

Author Accepted Manuscripts

If this document is identified as the Author Accepted Manuscript it is the version after peer review but before type
setting, copy editing or publisher branding. Cite as Surname, Initial. (Year) 'Title of article'. To be published in Title

of Journal , Volume and issue numbers [peer-reviewed accepted version]. Available at: DOI or URL (Accessed: date).

Enquiries

If you have questions about this document contact ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk. Please include the URL of the record
in KAR. If you believe that your, or a third party's rights have been compromised through this document please see

our Take Down policy (available from https://www.kent.ac.uk/quides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies).



https://kar.kent.ac.uk/86023/
https://doi.org/10.22024/UniKent/01.02.86023
mailto:ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies

University of Kent at Canterbury

POSTMODERN DRAMATURGY IN CONTEMPORARY BRITISH THEATRE:

THREE COMPANIES

By

ANDREW HOUSTON

Submitted for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

DEPARTMENT OF THEATRE STUDIES,

SCHOOL OF ARTS AND IMAGE STUDIES

Canterbury, England

SUMMER 1998



THESTS ABSTRACT

Postmodern Dramaturgy in Contemporary British Theatre:
Three Companies develops an analysis of performance dramaturgy
in the recent work of three British companies: DV8 Physical
Theatre, Forced Entertainment Theatre Cooperative, and Brith
Gof. While the devising practices of these companies are
diverse, my research focuses upon spectatorship and the
dramaturgical strategies which stress a performative response
from an audience, in the creation of a theatre event. The
concept of the ‘theatre event’ wutilizes Jean-Francois
Lyotard’s definition of an ‘event’ in communication; applied
to dramaturgical analysis it amounts to a means of exploring
how dramaturgy may challenge the ways in which subjectivity,
language, and the body are represented in theatre. |

The thesis identifies, describes, and analyzes each
company’s approach to the development of dramaturgical
strategies which subvert theatrical representation. Each
company is seen to have emerged from different contexts, and
to have developed divergent approaches to dramaturgy; however,
despite this diversity of practice, all approaches are shown
to cbnverge in the way they pose certain unorthodox challenges
for their spectators. The theatre event is seen to emerge as
much between the perceptual and cognitive faculties of the
spectators as in the dramaturgical strategies of the
performers.

The thesis is composed of six chapters and two
appendices. Chapter One outlines postmodernism as a cultural
paradigm, detailing the various political and philosophical
debates which problematize the relationship between
representation and reality in contemporary culture. Chapter
Two explores the adaptation of particular aspects of
postmodern cultural theory to dramaturgical analysis. Chapter
. Three applies this dramaturgical analysis to DV8 Physical
Theatre’s productions of Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men (1988)
and Enter Achilles (1995); Chapter Four 1is an analysis of

Forced Entertainment Theatre Cooperative’s recent work,
focusing on Nights in This City (1995) and Speak Bitterness



(1995); and Chapter Five examines Brith Gof’s development of
a ’‘theatrical heterotopia’ which includes an analysis of
several of the company’s productions, including Rhydcymerau
(1984), Gododdin (1988), Haearn (Iron) (1992), and Prydain
(The Impossibility of Britishness) (1996). Chapter Six
concludes the study with a focus upon some of the theoretical
problems posed by postmodernism to contemporary theatre
practice with an examination of”an ethics of spectatorship in
the theatre event. Finally, the Appendices include interviews
with Tim Etchells of Forced Entertainment and Mike Pearson of
Brith Gof; both offering an important practical perspective on
the theoretical analysis proposed.
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CHAPTER ONE 1

POSTMODERNISM:
A CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY AND THE LIMIT OF REPRESENTATION

Postmodernism is an exasperating term, and so are
postmodern, postmodernist, postmodernity, and
whatever else one might come across in the way of
derivation. In the avalanche of articles and books
that have made use of the term since the late 1950s,
postmodernism has been applied at different levels
of conceptual abstraction to a wide range of objects
and phenomena in what we used to call reality.?

The proliferation of the term ’‘postmodernism’ beyond
its original core area of study, in the humanities, has
increasingly led people to speak of the postmodern world we
inhabit. This has greatly increased the already considerable
confusion surrounding the term. It is not the world that is
postmodern; it is rather the perspective from which that world
is seen that is postmodern. The term encompasses a set of
intellectual propositions that to some people make a lot more
sense than they do to others. Yet the condition of
postmodernity has become part and parcel of understanding what
is real in our technological western world; so much so that a
debate about either necessarily includes both. Consideration
of the real alongside the postmodern gives aesthetics a useful
role to play in this discussion, and indeed theatre is
particularly well suited. The earliest origins of western
theatre put at the heart of its purpose the dispute over
mimetic fidelity to, and the imitation of, reality.® Distanced
from such origins -- temporally, aesthetically and also in
terms of reality -- the following analysis of theatre is an
enquiry into postmodernism. Currently in Britain there are a

number of innovative theatre companies who use performance to

' Hans Bartens, The Idea of the Postmodern (London and New
York: Routledge, 1995) 3.

2 See Bernard F. Dukore, ed. Dramatic Theory and Criticism
(New York: Holt, Rhinehart and Winston, Inc., 1974) for

excerpts from Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Poetics, and
the <classical Greek dispute over theatre’s mimetic
obligation to truth and that which is considered real in
substance. '
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open a postmodern representational space where reality can be
explored. These artists address a reality of contemporary
Britain transformed by technology, consumerism, and the
cultural flux of a condition of péstmodernity.

Similar to a cultural artifact, postmodernism is a
representation (or, some would argue, many representations) of
reality. In his book Constructing Postmodernism, Brian McHale
proposes a multiple, overlapping and intersecting corpora of
constructions. Not a construction of postmodernism, but a
plurality of constructions; constructions that, while not
necessarily mutually contradictory, are not fully integrated,
or perhaps even integrable.® McHale acknowledges what
postmodern architect Robert Venturi has called "the obligation
toward the difficult whole."* This, it shall be argued, is an
encounter with reality as we know it.

-— Constructions of Postmodernism:

Making Stories about (Theories of) Reality --

Adopting a constructivist approach to postmodernism
allows for form to fulfil function because, as McHale
confirms, there are some distinct advantages to telling a
story about postmodernism. As postmodernism, postmodernity and
the postmodern refer to an immense body of theory and
practice,-a story may endow this mass of ideas and praxis with
a "certain definite semantic substance"; affording the
storyteller the rhetorical means to "persuade others to
understand the concept in the way he (sic) had come to
understand it and to use the term as he wused it."®
Acknowledging a rhetorical foundation the storyteller must
thoroughly outline the discursive and constructed character of

* Brian McHale, Constructing Postmodernism (London and New
York: Routledge, 1992) 3.

* Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour,

Learning from las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of
Architectural Form (Cambridge, MA. and London: MIT Press,

1977)

5 McHale 1.
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postmodernism. In addition to articulating a particular
construction of postmodernism, the storyteller must preserve
a sense of provisionality, the ‘as if’ quality, of all such
constructions. McHale warns us that with all good stories, the
narrator tends to become embroiled in his/her web of rhetoric,
losing a characteristically postmodern self-reflexivity. With
postmodern discourse there is a delicate balance to be
maintained between advocating a particular version of
constructed reality and entertaining a plurality of versions.
This is characteristic of the diversity of theatré practice
analyzed in the following chapter; which, despite this
plurality of approach, maintains certain specific challenges
to theatrical representation. The discussion below is intended
to explore the postmodern cultural condition and offer insight
into how theatre -- as a cultural practice of postmodernism --
may emerge from, yet critique, such a condition.

-— A Brief (Hi)Story --

Hans Bertens’s thorough historical account, The Idea
of the Postmodern, introduces the topic by demonstrating that
the term ’‘postmodern’ means several things at once. Beginning
with an array of anti-modernist artistic strategies which
emerged on the American art scene in the 1950s, he claims the
description ’postmodern’ was simultaneously used for
diametrically opposed practices 1in different artistic
disciplines, thus making accurate definition problematical
right from the start.® Citing numerous examples of
incarnations and re-interpretations, Bertens notes that,
depending on the artistic discipline, postmodernism is either
a radicalization of the self-reflexive moment within

modernism,’ a turning away from narrative and representation,

¢ Bertens 3.

7 Bertens offers the example of the American modernist art
critic Clement Greenburg, who defined modernism in terms qf
a wholly autonomous aesthetic, of a radical anti-
representational self-reflexivity. As Bartens explains, for
Greenburg modernism implied that first of all each artistic
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or an explicit return to narrative and representation. And
sometimes it 1is both. Moreover, to make things more
complicated, there are versions of postmodernism that do not
fit this neat binary analysis. Yet finally, they all have one
common denominator; all postmodern theory and cultural
practice

seek[s] to transcend what they [Leslie Fielder,
Douglas Crimp, Abigail Solomon-Godeau, and other
critics monitoring the contemporary American scene]
see as the self-imposed limitations of modernism,
which in its search for autonomy and purity or for
timeless, representational truth has subjected
experience to unacceptable intellectualizations and
reductions.®
But at this 1level Bertens again finds complications. The
attempt to transcend modernism follows two main strategies,
which unfortunately do not coincide with the distinction made
above between a self-reflexive postmodernism and a
postmodernism that reintroduces (some kind of) representation.
Those who opt for the first strategy are content to question
modernism’s premises and its procedures from within the realm
of art. Those who wish to make a more radical break with
modernism do not only attack modernist art, but seek to
undermine the idea of art itself. For them the idea of art,
that is, art-as-institution, 1is a typically modernist
creation, built upon the principle of art’s self-sufficiency,
its special -- and separate -- status within the larger world.
But such an autonomy, these artists argue, is really a self-
imposed exile; ‘it means that art willingly accepts its

impotence, that it accedes to its own neutralization and

discipline sought to free itself from all extraneous
influence. Modernist painting had to ‘purge’ itself of
narrative -- the presentation of biblical, classical,
historical, and other such scenes -- which belonged to the
literary sphere. Greenburg’s modernist aesthetic had
necessarily turned into a self-reflexive exploration of that
which could be said to be specific to painting alone: 1ts
formal possibilities. See Bertens 3-4.

8 Bertens 5.



depoliticization.?®

At a second level of conceptualization, Bertens again
finds similar confusions. Here postmodernism has been defined
as the ‘attitude’ of the 1960s counterculture, or, somewhat
more restrictively, as the ’‘new sensibility’ of the 1960s
social and artistic avant-garde. Bertens reports that this new
sensibility is eclectic, it is radically democratic, and it
rejects what it sees as the exclusivist and repressive
character of liberal humanism. Here the avant-garde attack on
art-as-institution is broadened and raised to a socio-
political level.

Bertens’s account becomes interesting to an analysis
of theatre performance when, in the course of the 1970s,
pbstmodernism was gradually drawn into a poststructuralist
orbit. In a first phase, it was primarily associated with the
deconstructionist practices that took their inspiration from
the poststructuralism of the later Roland Barthes and, more
particularly, of Jacques Derrida. In its later stages, it drew
on Michel Foucault, on Jacques Lacan’s revisions of Freud,
and, occasionally, on the work of Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari. The translation of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s La
Condition Postmoderne (1984; original edition 1979), in which
Lyotard -- a prominent poststructuralist -- adopted the term
postmodern, seems to Bertens to signal a fully-fledged merger
between an originally American postmodernism and French
poststructuralism. This merger, which has caused much

confusion,® especially because the terms are often used

® See Andreas Huyssen, "Mapping the Postmodern," New German
Critique 22 (1984): 23-40.

*°  purthermore, as the Lacanian scholar, Slavoj Zizgk
reminds us, although ’‘poststructuralism’ designates a strain
of French theory, it is essentially an Anglo-Saxon and
German invention. The term refers to the way the Anglo-Saxon
world perceived and located the theories of Derrida,
Lyotard, Deleuze, etc. -- in France itself, nobody uses the
term ’‘poststructuralism’. Following Jacques Lacan, Zizek'’s
view 1is that ‘’deconstructionism’ (the term wused by
poststructuralists in France) is a modernist procedure par
excellence; it presents perhaps the most radical version of
the modernist project: the unmasking of a particular



6

interchangeably, is important to the following discussion
because both poststructuralism and postmodernism reject the
empirical idea that language can represent reality
unproblematically; that the world is accessible to us through
language because its objects are mirrored in the language that
we use. From this empirical point of view, language is
transparent, a window on the world, and knowledge arises out
of our direct experience with reality, undistorted and not
contaminated by language. Accepting Derrida’s exposure, and
rejection, of these metaphysical premises -- the transcendent
signifier -- upon which such empiricism is built,
postmodernism gives up on language’s representational function
and follows poststructuralism in the idea that language
constitutes rather than reflects, the world, and that
knowledge is therefore always distorted by language; that is,
by the historical circumstances and the specific environment
from which it arises. Under the pressure of Derrida’s
arguments, and of Lacan’s psychoanalysis, which sees the
subject as constructed in language, the autonomous subject of
modernity, objectively rational and self-determined, likewise
gives way to a postmodern subject which is largely other-
determined; that is, determined within and constituted by
language.**

Bertens identifies two key moments within
poststructuralist postmodernism. The first, which belongs to
the later 1970s and most of the 1980s, derives from Barthes

relationship of power relations, whereby the very unity of
experience of meaning 1is conceived as the effect of
signifying mechanisms, an effect which can take place only
in so far as it ignores the textual movement that produced
it. For 2Zizek, it is  only with ©Lacan that the
'postmodernist’ break occurs, in that he thematizes a
certain Real, traumatic kernel whose status remains deeply
ambiguous: the Real resists symbolization, but it is at the
same time its own retroactive product.

See Slavo] Zizek, Looking Awry (Cambridge, MA. and London:
MIT Press, 1991) 142-143 and See Chapters Three, Four, and
Five.

12 Bertens 5-6.
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and Derrida and is linguistic, or textual in its orientation.
Here we find an attack on foundationalist notions of language
and representation. The subject is combined with a strong
emphasis on what in Derrida‘’s "Structure, Sign, and Play in
the Discourse of the Human Sciences" has been called
‘freeplay’.*? Freeplay, which is sometimes referred to as the
"play of differences",*® is the extension ad infinitum of the
’interplay of signification’ and intertextuality, in the
absence of transcendent signifiers of metaphysical meaning.
This deconstructionist postmodernism saw the text, in the
terms made famous by Roland Barthes’s "The Death of the
Author" of 1968, as "a multidimensional space in which a
variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash";
as "a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres
of culture."' Intent upon exposing the workings of language
-- and especially its failure to represent anything outside
itself, in other words, its self-reflexivity -- this Derridean
postmodernism largely limited itself to texts and intertexts.
Bertens attributes this to the firm belief of its proponents
that the attack on representation was in itself an important
political act. The celebration of the so-called ’‘death of the
subject’ -- and thus of the author -- paradoxically had a
flip- side: the end of representation had made questions of
subjectivity and authorship (redefined in postmodern terms,
that is, in terms of agency) all the more relevant.*® If
representations do not and cannot represent the world, then
inevitably all representations are political, in that they

** Jacques Derrida, "Structure, Sign, and Play in the
Discourse of the Human Sciences," The Structuralist

Controversy: The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of

Man, eds. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1970): 247-65.

** Kaja Silverman, The Subject of Semiotics (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1983) 33.

* Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, transl. Stephen Heath
(Glasgow: Fontana, 1977) 146.

13 Bertens 7.
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cannot help but reflect the ideological frameworks within
which they arise. The end of representation thus leads us back
to McHale’s notion of constructivism, to the question of
‘authorship, and as Brenda Marshall has clarified, to Such
political questions as "Whose history gets told? In whose
name? For what purpose?"!* In the absence of transcendent
truth it matters, more than ever, who is speaking (or
writing), and why, and to whom. Deconstructionist
postmodernism largely ignored these and other political
questions to which the demise of representation had given
prominence. As a result, with the increasing politicization of
the debate on postmodernism in the mid-1980s, its textual,
self-reflexive, orientation rapidly lost its attraction.

—=— Culture of Representations --

In a sociological account of postmodernism, Scott Lash
speculates about a chronological increase in the pervasion of
representations in society. He argues that if all the objects
of significance in the social world were divided up into those
which were real and those which were representations, in which
the two categories are seen as mutually exclusive and
exhaustive, history shows an increase of the proportion of
those objects which are representations. At a certain point in
historical time representations came to constitute a
sufficient proportion of all objects, so that they came to be
taken seridusly in all their opacity and complexity; Lash
argues that this point would be the advent of modernism.
Moreover, if at a later historical point in time the pervasion
of representations increased to a point at which real objects
began to be challenged for their hegemony as objects of social
significance, what might come to be problematized would be, no
longer the representations, but the status of the real itself.

¢ Brenda K. Marshall, Teaching the Postmodern: Fiction and
Theory (New York and London: Routledge, 1992) 4.
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This would be the point at which postmodernism sets in.?’
Along similar -- albeit more pessimistic -- lines of analysis,
Jean Baudrillard’s "The Precession of Simulacra" argues that
our contemporary mass media have neutralized reality by
stages: first they reflected it; then they masked and
perverted it; next they had to mask its absence; and finally
they produced instead the simulacrum of the real, the
destruction of meaning and of all relation to reality.*®
Baudrillard’s model has come under attack for the metaphysical
idealism of its view of the ’real’, for its nostalgia for pre-
mass-media authenticity, and for its apocalyptic nihilism. But
there is a more basic objection to Baudrillard’s conception,
posed by Linda Hutcheon, concerning his assumption that it is
(or was) ever possible to have unmediated access to reality.
Hutcheon inquires:

Have we ever Kknown the ‘real’ except through

representations? We may see, hear, feel, smell, and

touch it, but do we know it in the sense that we can

give meaning to it?**
From this perspective, the real is "enabled to mean through
systems of signs organised into discourses on the world."?
This becomes a political issue because, as Louis Althusser has
demonstrated, ideology is a production of representations. Our
common-sense presuppositions about the ‘real’ depend upon how
that ‘real’ is described, how it is put into discourse, by
whom, and how it is interpreted by us. Basically, "There is
nothing natural about the ’‘real’ and there never was -- even

before the existence of mass media."*

7 Scott Lash Sociology of Postmodernism (London and New
York: Routledge, 1990) 15.

® IL.inda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London and
New York: Routledge, 1989) 33.

1* Hutcheon 33.

22 Tisa Tickner, "Sexuality and/in Representation: Five
British Artists," Difference (1984): 19.

21 Hutcheon 33.
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Postmodernism suggests that everything always was
‘cultural’, and was always mediated by representations. It
suggests that notions of truth, reference, and the non-
cultural real have not ceased to exist, as Baudrillard claims,
but that they are no longer unproblematic issues, assumed to
be self-evident and self-justifying. Postmodernism, in this
sense, is not a degeneration into ‘hyperreality’ but a
questioning of what reality can mean and how we can come to
know it. It is not that representation now dominates or
effaces the referent, but rather that it now self-consciously
acknowledges its existence as representation -- that it
interprets, in fact creates, its referent.

—-— Problematization of Reality --

Lash’s analysis of postmodernism in the Sociology of
Postmodernism observes how cultural change has brought about
new ways of seeing and experiencing reality. His observations
are helpful in understanding how representations have come to
’create’ the referent, and thereby significantly alter our
comprehension of reality. Lash demonstrates that while
modernisation was a process of cultural differentiation,
postmodernisation is a process of cultural 'de-
differentiation’. He identifies differentiation in modernism

and de-differentiation in postmodernism using four components,

They are:
i) The relationship among types of cultural object
produced - 'i.e. aesthetic, theoretical, ethical,
etc.;

ii) the relationship between the cultural as a whole
and the social;

iii) its ’‘cultural economy’, whose elements in turn
are conditions of production and consumption, the
institutions of culture, mode of circulation, and
the cultural product or good itself; and

iv) the mode of signification: i.e. relations among
signifier, signified, and referent.?*

If modernization presupposed differentiation on all of these

counts, then postmodernisation witnesses de-differentiation in

22 Lash 11.
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each of thenm.

Each of these components will contribute to an
examination of postmodern dramaturgy in the next chapter, but
for present purposes focus must be given to the fourth
component, ’‘the mode of signification’. De-differentiation in
the mode of signification is at issue in postmodernism’s
problematization of reality because representations are
increasingly no longer differentiated from reality. In Lash’s
model, modernism is seen to clearly differentiate and
autonomize the roles of signifier, signified, and referent.
Postmodernism on the contrary problematizes these
distinctions, and especially the status and relationship of
signifier and referent, or, put another way, representation
and reality. .

Lash sees cultural production in modernization as a
pursuit of ’‘problem solving’ (an abstract learning process),
in which the working out of the possibilities in the aesthetic
material is the problem to be solved. Postmodernism, in
contraposition to modernism, does not see the signifying
process, the representation, as problematic, but reality
itself. Lash explains:

[F]irst an increasing proportion of signification
takes place through images and not words. This is
de-differentiation in that images resemble referents
to a greater degree than words. Equally, a far

greater proportion of referents themselves are in
fact signifiers. That is, our everyday life becomes

pervaded with a reality - in TV, adverts, videg,
computerization, the Walkman, cassette decks in
automobiles, and now CDs, CDV, and DAT - which

increasingly comprise representations. This invasion
of the space of the signifier by the referent, and
the invasion of the place of the referent by that of
the signifier, is the conscious subject of Andy
Warhol’s silk-screens which seem to return to
realism, but in which the real object depicted is
itself an image.?

The postmodernist text itself is indeed ‘closed’; it
will not distantiate; it will not provoke an activist
spectator vis-a-vis the text. But, as Lash argues, the

%3 Lash 12.
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referents of these stable postmodernist signifiers are indeed
another matter. Postmodernism thus can be seen as a problem-
solving pursuit; that is, as a search for a working out of the
permutations and implications of how our reality is
transformed and indeed made feeble, given its penetration by»
invading images. In this 1light, the cultural practices of
postmodernism are Seen to explore effectively how
postmodernisation has altered our sense of reality. If our
contemporary reality has indeed become destabilized through a
number of postmodern social and cultural processes, then,
though it may seem meaningless to celebrate this new
feebleness of reality, it would surely be a highly meaningful
pursuit, either aesthetically or theoretically, to try to make
some sense of it.*

-— The Problematization of Reality and
the Habermas-Lyotard Debate --

There 1is considerable controversy among cultural
theorists about how to make sense of a reality now
problematized by representations; especially when these
representations are in constant transformation. Examples of
such transformation are numerous; some of the more prominent
involve the political, economic, and cultural unification in
Western -Europe; the emergence of ecology as a political
question; the progression of ’‘private sphere’ issues into
public concerns; and the impact of advanced technologies on
everyday life. When Jean-Frangois Lyotard defines the current
"postmodern" age as "incredulity toward metanarratives,"?*® he
is speaking about the inability of our intellectual heritage
to make sense of our present circumstances. In a similar vein,
Jurgen Habermas declares "[t]he paradigm of the philosophy of
consciousness is exhausted" and urges a shift to "the paradigm

24 See Lash 13-14.

25 Jean-Francolis Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report

on Knowledge, transl. Geoffrey Bennington and Brian Massumi
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984) Xxxiv.
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of mutual understanding."*® In a controversy famous for the
acrimony between participants, it would seem the only thing
Habermas and Lyotard can agree upon is that, given our current
representational crisis, cultural theory must give new
priority to 1language. The Habermas-Lyotard debate is
significant to the discussion below because it helps to
illuminate the necessity of a poststructuralist grasp of
language in theorizing the postmodern condition. And, as
Bertens has identified, the debate established "a kind of
solid backdrop, an old-fashioned norm against which other
efforts to define the postmodern or develop a postmodern
politics could be measured."?” In the late 1980s and early
1990s, postmodernism has increasingly become a dialogical
'space’ situated at the limits of representation, and for many
this space marks a tension which has defined modernism from
its very Dbeginning. On the one side, the space is

intellectually bounded by Habermasian consensus -- that is,
Enlightenment, universalist representationalism -- and on the
other side, radical dissensus -- or anti-representationalism

-- proposed by Lyotard.?

Despite their philosophical complexity, the issues
which divide Habermas and Lyotard can be gauged according to
two chief concerns. First, the degree of viability each is
willing to accord to past theoretical frameworks in dealing
with the present representational crisis. Second, the need
each position senses for new theoretical departures. 1In
general Lyotard, as with most French poststructuralists,
regards the Western intellectual tradition as an obstacle to
understanding the present, or more accurately as a discursive
structure of domination rather than a basis for a new critical

standpoint, while Habermas views their point of departure as

26 Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of
Modernity: Twelve ILectures, transl. Frederick Lawrence
(Cambridge, MA. and London: MIT Press) 296.

27 Bertens 122.

22 gee Hutcheon 1-23.
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a fall into irrationalism. Habermas attempts a reconstruction
of historical materialism and aspires to the completion of the
Enlightenment project of emancipation. Lyotard, Foucault,
Derrida, and other related French theorists predict the demise
of humanism, and call for the deconstruction of the Western
philosophical tradition. In the one case there is an effort to
revise and conserve; in the other an urge to break out in new
directions.

-- Habermas’s Life-World --

Habermas diagnoses the present conjuncture as a
mixture of serious dangers with some hope. The dangers come
from the intrusion of "the system" into "the life-world"?®
Similar to Lash, Habermas accepts the Weberian, Lukacsian
critique of modern social institutions as one of increasing
differentiation of functions but also of generalized
instrumentality. While the system of modern society becomes
ever more complex as an articulation of specialization (Lash’s
differentiation in modernisation), its mode of practice,
instrumental rationality, is homogeneous.* In the

?* Jurgen Habermas, "Modernity -- an incomplete project,"

The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture ed. Hal
Foster (Port Townsend, Wash.: Bay Press, 1983) 8.

3 Habermas proposes three ’‘cultural value spheres’; each
of these spheres -- theoretical (science), the practical
(morality), and the aesthetic (art) -- has its own inner
logic that cannot be easily reconciled with those of the
others. Contrary to the hopes of the Enlightenment, these
spheres have become increasingly differentiated, to the
point where they are now "separated from each other
institutionally in the form of functionally specified
systems of action." We are faced, therefore, with "three
different forms of argumentation: namely, empirical-
theoretical discourse, moral discourse, and aesthetic
critique," three different "rationality complexes," that
have their own, different, institutional basis and have,
moreover, become virtual monopolies of experts. Far from
informing and enriching everyday life, as the Enlightenment
expected, they have increasingly distanced themselves from
the ’life-world’. A further complication is that under the
regime of ‘capitalist modernisation’ the empirical-
theoretical, or cognitive-instrumental, rationality complex
has so clearly come to dominate and marginalize other modes
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corporation, the state, the military, and the schools, the
process of reification, of treating human beings as things to
be used efficiently for one’s own ends, steadily extends the
domain of its sway. Outside this system stands the life-world,
the domain of the everyday where symbolic exchange operates
according to a noninstrumental principle. In the life-world
communicative action is based on a different principle of
rationality. Symbols are exchanged without the imperatives of
the system for profit, control, efficiency. Hence the
opportunity for a critical use of reason in communication is
possible.

The life-world, for Habermas, is the seed bed for the
growth of emancipatory language use and action. All language,
he thinks, contains the potential for a free society since it
embodies, as a "universal pragmatic," the validity claims of
truth, justice, and beauty. Communicative action contains a
kind of rationality in that one may presuppose that speakers
intend the truth, mean to express themselves, and are
motivated by norms of justice. Even if these conditions are
never met in practice, Habermas posits an "ideal speech
situation”™ in which they may occur, a situation in which the
force of the better argument, not social position or coercion
in any form, alone may prevail. When these conditions are
fulfilled, social interactions are governed by the autonomous,
critical use of freedom by each participant.

When Habermas says that his life-world creates an
’ideal speech situation in which the force of the better
argument... alone may prevail’ he describes a cultural domain
not unlike that of McHale’s constructivist postmodernism.
Similar to Habermas’s communicative action, McHale proposes
the freedom of an ideal speech situation where a plurality of
constructions about reality exist. McHale, "insists on the
multiplicity of possible or alternative or competing stories,"

of knowing. It has, moreover, progressively developed into
a means-end rationalism. It is this rationalism, Habe;mas,
agrees, that fully deserves the French poststructuralists
charges, but to equate modernity with such a narrow means-
end rationalism is to seriously misread its project.
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and then adopts a Habermasian tone when he "seek[s] to develop
criteria for distinguishing better 1literary-historical
narratives from less good ones."** The aim of determining
which narrative constructions are better is echoed in
Habermas’s claim that the ideal speech situation contains the
telos of consensus. Habermas develops this much further than
McHale, however, when he formulates the fundamental rule of
communicative rationality as the attempt of parties to reach
agreement; that is, in the effort to gain unity of mind and
purpose, they come to consensus over which narrative
construction is best. Habermas puts great emphasis on
consensus, positing the sign of consensus as a universal,
necessary principle of all speech. For him the true conditions
of emancipated society are fulfilled when the universal
pragmatics of speech are instituted formally as a public
sphere that aims at consensus. With this notion of consensus
and the public sphere, essentially Habermas proposes a vision
of the completion of Enlightenment rationality.

--— The Enlightenment’s Legacy --

Central to Habermas’s thought is that, in spite of
admitted disasters, the Enlightenment, +the emancipatory
project of modernity, must not be abandoned. Unlike most
poststruéturalists, Habermas 1is not prepared to see a
monolithic rationality as the sole cause of the 1ills of
modernity and our contemporary reality. Like his opponents,
Habermas is wary of "the snares of Western logocentrism,"??
that is, of "a foundationalism that conflicts with our
consciousness of the fallibility of human knowledge,"?** but
he insists that for political reasons we cannot dispense with

rationality or with a philosophy that seeks to defend (non-

32 McHale 7.

32 Jurgen Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions,"

Habermas and Modernity, ed. Richard J. Bernstein (Cambridge,
MA. and London: MIT Press, 1985) 196.

33 Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions," 193.
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foundationalist) rationalism. Habermas’s problem, then, is to
define and argue the plausibility of a rationality that
distinguishes itself from the rationality denounced by the
poststructuralists and that is not transcendent in the sense
that it is foundationalist. Such a rationality, although
inevitably subject to change over time, must have a ‘unifying
power’ that will enable a workable consensus. Without such a
rationality, the emancipatory element that has traditionally
been the essence of leftist politics becomes an illusion.

In The Theory of Communicative Action Habermas

demonstrates his faith in language as the ultimate tool for
emancipatory politics when he develops his concept of
‘communicative reason’ or ‘communicative rationality’. He
argues that the structure of language itself, its procedural
rationality, offers us the means to arrive at communication
that is not strategic, or in other words, does not serve other
interests than those of perfecting itself, of creating
absolutely unimpeded communication. In the imagined "ideal
speech situation" of the life-world, communication will "no
longer be distorted," in Christopher Norris’s words, "by
effects of power, self-interest or ignorance."?* For Habermas,
who like his opponents rejects intuition and metaphysics in
defining what is reasonable, a universal rationality latently
present in the procedures that structure argumentive discourse
can be brought to light "through the analysis of the already
operative potential for rationality contained in the everyday
practices of communication."*® The notion that language offers
formal procedures for adjudicating differences -- that is,
competing truth claims -- leads Habermas away from what he
sees as a typically modernist, subjectivistic, ’‘philosophy of
consciousness’ towards a philosophy of intersubjectivity, or,

3% Christopher Norris, The Contest of Faculties: Philosophy

and Theory After Deconstruction (London and New York:
Methuen, 1985) 149.

3% Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative ‘Act;' on:
Volume 2, Lifeworld and System: A Critique of Functionalist

Reason, transl. Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon, 1987) 196.
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of communication and consensus (a "non-reified everyday
communicative practice" which may facilitate "a form of life
with structures of an undistorted intersubjectivity"*¢). Such
a consensus is of course predicated upon a general willingness
to accept communicative rationality. It rests, therefore, not
only on that rationality’s  scientific (or empirical-
theoretical) status, but also on individual acts of social
solidarity.

Lyotard has associated such consensus with the end of
thinking, and suggests that Habermas’s model becomes a
deceptively hollow routine, a means of covering injustice
under a veneer of justice. Lyotard has indicated that there is
a "soft imperialism" at work in the drive to establish
consensus ‘between participants in a dialogue.*” Despite
Habermas’s attempts to move beyond what he saw as a
subjectivistic, ’‘philosophy of consciousness’ (typical of
high-modernism), towards a philosophy of non-reified
intersubjectivity, his communicative model is contaminated by
the legacy of the Enlightenment’s failings. His equation of
freedom with consensus invites the criticism demanded of any

such totalizing model.

-— The Subject of Consciousness --

Habermas traces the emergence of the public sphere and
the actualization of communicative rationality back to
bourgeois efforts to resist aristocratic hegemony. In his
earliest major work, The Structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere (1962), he traces the rise of a ’‘public sphere’
in coffee houses, salons, and lodges, relating it to the
spread of print culture in newspapers. In these social spaces
a type of public speech was instituted which was characterised
by three gqualities. One, a disregard for status; two, a
pursuit of putting into question new areas of common concern;

3¢ Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action 210.

37 Jean-Francois Lyotard and Richard Rorty, "Discussion",
Critique, 41 (1985): 581-584.
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and, three, a principle of inclusivity, that is, anyone who
chose to could participate. Ironically, Habermas sets as the
basic condition for this public sphere the culture of the
bourgeois household. In the newly constituted "privacy" of the
family, a new subject emerged which was transferred to the
"public sphere" of the coffee house. The bourgeois felt
himself comfortable, at ease, human, and morally affirmed in
his home. In this setting a new subject was constituted that,
once in the coffee houses, was autonomous, critical, free.
Habermas maintains, "[t]he communication of the public that
debated critically about culture remained dependent on reading
pursued in the closed-off privacy of the home."*® In sum, he
thinks the culture of the white, male bourgeois instituted a
form of communicative practice that if reinstated in the late
twentieth century would provide the basis for universal
freedon.

Mark Poster has criticised Habermas for continuing to
stand by the above argument despite the fact that emancipatory
politics of the 1970s and 1980s have concerned in good part an
analysis of the 1limitations of bourgeocis models; in
particular, a critique of the position of the white, male
subject and its pretensions to universality. Poster comments
that

[fleminist, anti-racist and post-colonial discourses
have in many ways put into question the
generalizability of the rational subject. They have
shown how this universalization has worked against
minority cultures, how it has served the interests
of the established subject positions, how it makes

Other all groups, races, and sexes thgt. dq not
conform to its image of autonomous individuality.?®®

Arjun Appadurai speaks directly to Habermas’s attempt to

3% Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the

Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Cntegory'of Bourgeois
Society, 1962, transl. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, MA. and

London: MIT Press, 1989) 163.

** Mark Poster, "Postmodernity and the Politics of
Multiculturalism: The Lyotard-Habermas Debate Over Social
Theory," Modern Fiction Studies, Volume 38, Number 3 (Autumn
1992): 570.



20

universalise the bourgeois public sphere when he writes:

The master-narrative of the Enlightenment (and its
many variants in England, France, and the United
States) was constructed with a certain internal
logic and presupposed a certain relationship between
reading, representation and the public sphere...*

What Habermas sees as the completion of the Enlightenment
project of emancipation, Appadurai sees as an extension of
Western domination.
Appadurai argues that a new global culture is being

set into place by dint of telecommunications technology and a
general increase in worldwide intercourse. The incipient
synergy of computers, telephone, and television produces what
Poster calls "a cosmopolitan culture"™ in which ethnic
difference is evoked and registered.** An enormous
constellation of images, narratives, and ideas 1is shared
across the globe but made indigenous by ethnic practices and
local cultures in very different ways. The key term
’democracy’ translates differently in different ideological
and cultural landscapes. Neither universality nor homogeneity
adequately expresses the emerging global culture. Rather, as
Poster, Lyotard and other poststructuralists argue, a form of
cosmopolitanism captures better the mixture of shared
experience and difference without denying the enormous
disparity of economic well-being that exists. Habermas, on the
contrary, perceives in the new communication technologies only
a corruption of communicative rationality:

In comparison with printed communications the

programmes sent by the new media curtail the

reactions of their recipients in a peculiar way.

They draw the eyes and ears of the public under

their spell but at the same time, by taking away its

distance, place it under ’tutelage,’ which is to say
they deprive it of the opportunity to say something

* Arjun Appadurai, "Disjuncture and Difference in the
Global Cultural Economy," Public Culture, 2.2 (Spring 1990):
10.

. Poster, "pPostmodernity and the Politics of
Multiculturalism": 570-571.



21

and to disagree.[...] The sounding board of an
educated stratum tutored in the public use of reason
has been shattered: the public is split apart into
minorities of specialists who put their reason to
use non-publicly and the great mass of consumers
whose receptiveness is public but uncritical.[...]
The consensus developed in rational-critical public
dgbate has yielded to compromise fought out or
simply imposed non-publicly.[...] Today conversation

itself is administered.*?

Going to the movies, listening to radio, watching television,
communicating via computer or facsimile machine, even using
the telephone are all for Habermas -only degradations of
communicative rationality, examples of colonization of the
lifeworld by the system. One of the serious limitations of the
theory of communicative rationality is that it cannot
articulate language differences in electronically mediated
communication, perceiving only the lack of what it calls
‘rationality’.

Poststructuralism offers another interpretation. In
The Mode of Information Poster has studied the way subjects
are constituted in these new electronically mediated language
situations; looking precisely for configurations that call
into question the privilege of the autonomous rational
individuai, not to go behind it to some ’‘rationalist’ position
but to test the possibility of emancipation in subject
positions, as Appadurai suggests.*® Poster borrows from the
theoretical strategies of Lyotard, Baudrillard, Foucault,
Derrida, and Deleuze because they have initiated a project of
examining the ‘role of language in the constitution of
subjectivity, and they have done so with an effort to move

outside the parameters and constraints of the
Cartesian/Enlightenment position. From Habermas’s vantage
point within those parameters, it appears that

42 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public

Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society 170-

171, 175, 179, 164.

3 gee Mark Poster, The Mode of Informa?ion:' Post
Structuralism and Social Contexts (Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 1990).
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poststructuralists advocate irrationality; but from the
vantage point of poststructuralists, the position of

rationality -- with its particular relation to representation,
reading, and privacy (the ideal speech situation of the coffee
house) =-- is itself a stumbling block to the discovery of

contemporary cultural processes that promote emancipation
without reproducing a dominant order.

The issue dividing Habermas and poststructuralists is
the relation of 1language to the subject in the era of
electronically mediated communication. Habermas'’s position has
the advantage of arguing for continuity with the Enlightenment
liberal tradition, asking only for an extension of democracy
to institute a public sphere for the enactment of
communicative rationality. The poststructuralists contend that
Habermas reduces cultural or symbolic interaction to
communicative action and further reduces this to the
'‘rationality’ of validity claims. His critique of instrumental
rationality in favour of communicative rationality does get to
the root of the problem of modernity, of the project of
Enlightenment. However, the subject for Habermas remains pre-
given, pre-linguistic, and the movement of emancipation
consists in removing structures of domination that have been
placed on top of it. Emancipation consists in a lifting of
burdens, - a releasing of potentials for freedom already
contained by the subject. As transcendent, unive:sal
attributes of speech, communicative rationality requires no
cultural change, no re-configuration of the subject, no
restructuring of language. The problem raised by Lyotard and
others is not to find a defence of rationality but to enable
cultural difference, what the Enlightenment theorized as
'Other’, to emerge against the performative rationality of the
system. From the poststructuralist perspective, the telos of
consensus that Habermas evokes is itself a form of domination
since the authority of the better argument to which all
participants must submit necessarily erases the difference of
subject positions and stabilizes or essentializes one subject

position in particular.
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The effort of poststructuralists has been to
articulate the mechanisms through which language is more than
constative, representational, univocal, the ways in which word
and thing do not fuse into an eternal stability. This critique
has uncovered the figure of the subject that stood behind such
stability and the dualist metaphysics of the subject as an
agent/object, 1like passive material that provided its
foundation. The theory of writing in the work of Derrida, of
the imaginary and the Real in Lacan, of power and discursive
practices in Foucault, of the hyperreal in Baudrillard, and of
the figural and the differend in Lyotard -- all of these
projects problematize the paradigm of the subject and its
relation to language which has dominated Western culture at
least since Descartes and the Enlightenment.

-— The Event of Knowing —-

Given that contemporary reality is perceived to be
increasingly made up of representations, to know the real is
no longer to know something stable. As a result,
representational knowledge -- predicated upon a stable
relation between the Subject and the object of knowledge,
through a moment of recognition when the Subject of
consciousness finds the comfort of Identity and Self-Sameness
or familiarity in the object -- has entered into crisis.*
Thomas Docherty demonstrates that this crisis was foreseen,
long beforé recent debates about poststructuralism, by Immanuel
Kant. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant faced up to the
question of the scientificity -- by which he meant
verifiability -- of knowledge about the world. He argued for
the necessity of a priori judgement in such matters. Moreover,
he contended that an a priori knowledge derived from analytic
methodology would simply tell us a great deal about the
‘methodology, and not necessarily anything new about the world:
it would provide only anamnesis, or a consciousness of the

s+ Thomas Docherty, "Postmodernism: An Introduction,"
Postmodernism —— A Reader, ed. Docherty (London: Harvester

Wheatsheaf, 1993) 16.
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world reduced to a ’‘desired’ knowledge of such, and therefore
incapable of cognizing it as anything other than that which is
recognized in the form of its own image and correlate. To
perceive the world at all, consciousness needs a form in which
to comprehend it; that form -- the analytic method of
perception or anamnesis -- serves primarily the function of
self-legitimation. Kant wanted the world to be able to shock
us into new knowledge; he wanted the reality of the world to
serve the function of an avant-garde: that is, to be able to
shock us out of the ideoclogical conditioning of our mental
structures -- those structures which, -according to the
romanticism of Kant’s time, shape the world. He wanted, thus,
what he called a synthetic a priori, which would exceed the
analytic a priori. This would not only confirm the method of
epistemological analysis of the world, it would also allow for
the structural modification of the very analytic method
itself, to account for and encompass a new given, the new and
therefore unpredictable data of the world. It would thus
provide not just anamnesis, but the actual event of
knowledge.*®

In the Critique of Judgement, the third volume of
Kant’s Critigque of Pure Reason, the distinction between
analytic and synthetic a priori parallels the distinction
between determining and reflective judgement. In a determining
judgement, the Subject of consciousness is not implicated in
the act or event of judging at all; a method, a structure,
determines the - result of the judgement. In reflection,

Docherty reminds us,

we have a state of affairs akin to that when we

consider the aesthetically beautiful: we judge --.in
what has become [Lyotard’s] famous and controversial
phrase -- ’‘without criteria’.*c

Thus, the aspect of Kant’s ‘Third Critique’ emphasized by
poststructuralism is that we must try to judge without a

4% pDocherty 24-25.

‘¢ pocherty 24.



25

predetermining theory. Judgements can then be replaced by a
performative process of judging; and the form or
representation of Jjustice may give way to the event of
justice.¥

In this state of affairs, the operation of reason
extends itself beyond the Subject’s own internally coherent
framework, in an attempt to grasp that which is beyond
consciousness. The extension is one in which we can begin to
see a shift in emphasis away from what is conventionally
called ’scientific knowledge’ towards what Docherty refers to
as "narrative knowledge."*® Rather than knowing the stable
essence of an object, ’'narrative knowledge’ is acquired in the
process of telling the story of the event of judging the
object; thus, in the enactment of the narrative of how the
object changes consciousness, new knowledge is produced.

An application of these arguments to the sphere of
theatrical analysis yields many significant findings for the
practice of dramaturgy, which has traditionally made other
narratives the object of its analysis. First, the practice of
judgement advocates a shift in analytical focus from text to
event. Second, in Lyotardian terms, the event disrupts any
pre-existing referential frame within which it might be
represented or understood. Dramaturgical analysis, then, must
respect the radical singularity of happening which constitutes
a given performance or theatre event, the ‘it happens’ as
distinct from the sense of ‘what is happening’ or ‘what
happened’. It leaves us without criteria to work from, and

*7 Docherty elaborates upon this point by identifying the

ways in which conventional justice works upon
representational knowledge of reality. qust%ce -- as
representation of what is just -- is that which is ’seen to

be done’, and is legitimised simply because it is '§een',
or televised (Docherty uses the example of the 0.J. Simpson
trial here), and this has major implications for hpw a
subject’s rights and freedoms may be recognized in a
democracy. See Docherty 25-26.

48 pocherty 25.
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requires indeterminate judgement.*®

Lyotard understands this in terms of a movenment away
from any subscription to totality. A scientistic knowledge
would be one which is grounded in the totality of a governing
theory; a knowledge based upon formulations and propositions
which are tested ’‘internally’, by reference to that theory
itself. This is also what Lyotard describes as a "modern
mood"; the postmodern, by contrast, is characterised by an
"incredulity towards metanarratives"*® or, more simply put,
by a suspicion of the scientistic nature of much theory. As
Docherty aptly puts it: "The postmodern prefers the event of
knowing to the fact of knowledge."s*

—— Understanding the Event --

Lyotard’s critique of the totality of governing
theories has not 1led to any widely accepted political
practice. Habermasian critics, not surprised by this
deficiency, complain that poststructuralists have no political
agenda, maintain no clear norms to guide practice, have no
general perspective on social development and no vision of a
better future.®* While these complaints must largely be
sustained, poststructuralists reply that these are precisely
the issues that must be expunged from the discourse of
intellectuals. Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard strive to rid
their discourse of concepts that present a closed or sutured
understanding of society by which they refer to theories that
| totalize from one level, reduce multiplicity into unity, or

organise discourse toward an end or telos which is usually

% Bill Readings, Introducing Lyotard (London and New York:
Routledge, 1991) xxxi.

so Lyotard, Postmodern Condition xxiv.

51 Docherty 25.

52 pjck Hebdige characterises these standard thgmes as
totalization, telos, and utopia in Hiding in the Light: On
Images and Things (London and New York: Routledge, 1988)
186-198.
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utopian. Any concepts that fix identities, abstractly
stabilize meanings, or resolve the nature of society are
improper and politically dangerous, contend the
poststructuralists.*? Because of these self-imposed
restrictions, poststructuralist cultural theory fails to
satisfy certain assumptions about completion. The reader is
often bothered by missing elements or gaps in the discourse
that Habermasian writing furnishes.

For Lyotard, only if we respect -- and stress -- the
heterogeneity of ‘narrative knowledge’ will we save the
possibility of thinking. It is only through the refusal of
consensus and the search for ’‘dissensus’, that we will be able
to extend thinking to allow for the shock of the new, the
(chrbnological) postmodern. The ideal of consensus leads to a
formula of arresting the flow of events, a mode whereby
eventuality can be reduced to punctuality; it is a way of
reducing the philosophy of Becoming to a philosophy of Being.
The modernist conception of this ontology is that it is
possible and indeed desirable to pasé from Becoming to Being;
whereas the postmodernist believes that any such move is
always necessarily premature and unwarranted.>*

Politics, as it is conventionally conceived, depends
upon consensus; most often such consensus justifies itself
under the rubric of ’‘representation’, in which there is first
an assumed consensus between representative and represented,
and then the possibility of consensus among representatives.
As many political commentators have suggested of Western
democracies which are based on such representational
consensus, this is ineffective and false representation and is
therefore hardly democratic at all. Poststructuralism proposes
that in place of such a politics, it might be wiser to look
for a justice. Justice 1is impossible under the present

53 gee Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and

Socialist Strategqy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics,

transl. Winston Moore and Paul Cammack (London: Verso, 1985)
93-148.

54 Docherty 26.
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bourgeois democracy which exists in Britain, for example,
grounded as it is in the soft imperialism of the few who
mediate the norms of social forﬁation. Given the recent shift
to an ideology of the political ‘centre’ in most Western
‘democracies’ during the 1990s, the political systems in these
countries are apparently no longer capable of legislating
effectively between opposing or competing political parties,
let alone accommodating different political systems. As it
becomes increasingly evident that significant percentages of
citizens in these countries no longer subscribe to the
totalizing forms which these political systems represent,®
there is a need to explore the means of addressing political
representation through a process which may facilitate events
of justice.

Docherty has identified that the Subject’s integrity
toward events 1is the basis of an ethical demand 1in
postmodernism, a demand whose philosophical roots can be found
in the work of Emmanuel Levinas. For Levinas, the Subject has
an obligation to judge, there is no escape from the necessity
of judging in the event of interaction with the Other; yet, as
with Lyotard, this process of judging must remain open-ended.
Levinas urges us toward a space of indeterminacy in the time
of the event of judging, in the uncertainty of discovery in
"the face of the Other":

I have spoken a lot about the face of the Other as
being the original site of the sensible. [...] The
proximity of the Other is the face’s meaning, and it
means in a way that goes beyond those plastic forms
which forever try to cover the face like a mask of

their presence to perception. But always the face
shows through these forms. Prior to any particular

5 This has been demonstrated in the recent national
elections held in the United States, Canada, and Br}taln by

- the significant percentages of people choosing not to
participate in the democratic process by refusing to vote;
or, more poignantly, by the growing number of people who
must resort to ‘direct action’ in the form of protgs?s,
marches, and forcible occupations as a means of gaining
political representation in a system which refuses to
recognize certain political positions on issues of economic,
environmental, or cultural concern.
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expression and beneath all particular expressions,

which cover over and protect with an immediately

adopted ﬁace.or countenance, there is the nakedness

and destitution of the expression as such, that is

to say .ext;eme exposure, defencelessness,

Yulnerabll}ty itself. [...] In its expression, in

1ts mortality, the face before me summons me, calls

for me, as if the invisible death that must be faced

by the Other, pure otherness, separated in some way,

from any whole, were my business.?®®
The face-to-face implicates us in a response, in an integrity
toward the Other, and thereby the necessity of sociality. We
must behave justly toward the face of the Other; but we cannot
do that according to a predetermined system of justice, a
predetermined political theory. As Docherty states:

The Other is itself always other than itself: it is

not simply a displaced Identity in which we may once

more recognize and reconstitute ourself. The demand

is for a just relating to alterity, for a cognition

of the event of alterity, and for a cognition of the

event of heterogeneity. In short, therefore, we must

discover -- produce -- justice. It is here that the

real political burden and trajectory of

postmodernism is to be found: the search for a just

politics, or the search for just a politics.®
Postmodernism becomes an ethical political practice as it
ceases to be constituted as an abstract, conceptual framework
of distanced routine, and becomes open to alterity: the

Subject’s performative act of discovery in the event.

—-— Discourse/Figure --

'Lyotard’s understanding of aesthetics, politics, and
culture generally -- in terms of its singular eventhood --
demands a great deal from the audience, the constituents, or
the public of such cultural practices. In the case of
aesthetics, and theatre in particular, he demands an act of
cognitive invention rather than mimetic recognition from the
audience. Theatre is not wunderstood to be primarily

s Emmanuel Levinas, The lLevinas Reader, ed, Sean Hand
(oxford and Cambridge, MA.: Blackwell, 1989) 82-83.

57 pocherty 26-27.
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representative, but as a search for the limits of
representation. In this respect, we should understand
Lyotard’s account of postmodern aesthetic invention as
characterised by a transformative displacement of the field of
representation rather than the imaginative conception of new
modes of representation, found for example, in the theatre of
practitioners such as Robert Wilson, and therefore
Characteristic of the modernist avant-garde.®®

Lyotard’s displacement of the field of representation
begins with his introduction of the figure into discourse.
Discours, figure, Lyotard’s book on the subject, explores the
nature of the distinction between discursive signification
(meaning) and rhetoricity (figure). The figural is explicitly
resistant to the rule of signification, therefore trying to
simply define what the terms ’‘mean’ becomes problematic.
Discourse is the name given by Lyotard to the process of
representation by concepts. Discourse, then, organises the
objects of knowledge as a system of concepts or units of
meaning. Meanings are defined in terms of their position in
the discursive network, by virtue of their opposition to all
the other concepts or elements in the system. Discourse thus
imposes a spatial arrangement upon objects which Lyotard calls
'textual’, a virtual grid of oppositions.®®

For Lyotard, the structural linguistics of Ferdinand
de Saussure exemplify this discursivization of textual space,
reducing all effects of language to meanings produced by the
play between signifiers. Language is understood by Saussure as
linguistic representation, in terms of the tabular system of
opposed elements which make up language. The rule of discourse
is thus the claim to order reality as a structure of meanings,
to identify existence with the representable by the
establishment of a rule consisting of a network of oppositions
between concepts or signifiers. Discursive knowledge
corresponds with representational knowledge, outlined above,

ss Readings xxiii.

52 Readings 3.
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in that it too is predicated upon a stable relation between
Subject and Object of knowledge.
Against the rule of discourse in textual space,

Lyotard insists upon the figural. It is crucial to understand
that the ’‘figural’ is not simply opposed to the discursive, as
another kind of space. Lyotard is not simply making a romantic
claim that irrationality is better than reason, or for
example, desire is better than understanding. In Discours,
figure Lyotard is concerned to attack the structuralist notion
that everything is a text by insisting that the sensible field
of vision functions differently. Lyotard is a ‘deconstructive’
thinker, although he has some severe things to say about
Derrida’s critical practice of deconstruction. Readings
identifies Lyotard’s criticism of Derrida for excessive
’textualism’ as coming from "the other side of
deconstruction", in its "insistence that to claim that
everything is in the grip of rhetoricity by virtue of its
being a text is to ignore the figural function of the non-
textual."*® Lyotard critiques what he sees ~as a very
restricted account of textuality in order to refute the claim
that everything is indifferently a matter of representation.
He insists that there is always a figural other to textuality
at work within and against the text. On this basis, he
criticises Derrida for containing the deconstructive force of
the figural by identifying it wholly with the internal
problematic of linguistic signification:

One does not in the least break with metaphysics in

putting language everywhere, on the contrary one

fulfils metaphysics; one fulfils the repression of

the sensible and of jouissance.®

Lyotard upholds the opacity of the signifier as a

figural condition of its double invocation to the textual and
the visual when ’‘read’, rather than the loss or failure of

meaning. Lyotard criticizes Derrida firstly for his conjecture

¢° Readings 5.

1 Jean-Frang¢ois Lyotard, Discours, figure (Paris:
Klincksieck, 1971) 14; my translation.
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that there is only language, and secondly for his thesis that
the visible (perception, reference) is merely an impasse
within language; the product of the uncontrollable nature of
the oppositional differences by which the signifier functions,
the product of the ’play of the signifier’. As Readings
reminds us, the disagreement is not absolute: Lyotard argues
that the clash between difference and opposition is not the
product of a flaw internal to the structural functioning of
language but is the effect of the figural co-presence of the
incommensurable orders of the textual and the visible in
language.®® It is not that the opposition between signifiers
runs out of control in signification, as Derrida asserts in
Structure, Sign and Play. Rather, according to Lyotard,
language simultaneously evokes two heterogeneous negations:
that of opposition (text) in signification and that of
heterogeneous difference (vision) in reference.®

In Discours, figure Lyotard juxtaposes the Saussurean
structuralist account of linguistics with the phenomenology of
vision elaborated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Lyotard attempts
to deconstruct the rule of semiology by showing how vision
functions as a figure -- for the structural linguistics on
which semiology is based. Vision deconstructs structuralism in
that it is both necessary for structuralism and absolutely
heterogeneous to it. Discours, figure establishes an
opposition between textual and figurative representational
space, between reading and seeing, and then deconstructs that
space to evoke a figurality at work within representation.

Readings effectively sums up Lyotard’s concept of the

figural when he states that

The figural [...] is not an alternative to textual
representation by signification, not a pure anti-
logocentrism (a nonsense); rather, it 1is the

blocking together of heterogeneous spaces (such as
the textual and the visual). Lyotard’s version of
deconstruction is an attempt to make this co-
presence of radically different spaces into

2 Readings 6.

€3 Lyotard, Discours, figure 75-76.
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gomething' more than a contradiction or an

impasse.*%*
The opacity of the signifier is not an ’‘impasse’, or a pure
objecthood outside language, a simple beyond of
representation. Rather, it is the mark that representation
only functions by virtue of a necessary and impossible
encounter with its other, the encounter that is the event of
the figural. The figural is that which, in representation,
makes us aware that there is something which cannot be
represented, an Other to representation within its workings.

—— The Limit of Representation:
A Space for Transformation and Transgression --

Lyotard’s work is probably best known for its
resistance to the ’grand narratives’ of Western politics,
aesthetics, and philosophy. In relation to some of the other
theories of postmodernism touched on above, the importance of
Lyotard’s project is in its break with any ’science’ of
narrative: his insistence that concepts of ‘narrative form’
should not be allowed to obfuscate the figural force of the
pragmatics of performance immanent to narrative.®® The
determining quality of Lyotard’s description of the postmodern
concern with narrative is an opposition of ’little narratives’
to grand. or metanarratives. In short, a ‘grand narrative’
claims to be the story that can reveal the meaning of all
stories, be it the weakness or the progress of humankind. Its
‘metanarrative’ status comes from the fact that it talks about
the many narratives of culture so as to reveal the singular
truth inherent in them. The implicit epistemological claim of
a metanarrative is to put an end to narration by revealing the
meaning of narratives. As Readings explains, epistemology

rests upon the assumption that the force of
narratives is synonymous with the meaning that may

be found in them, that narrative is to be wholly
understood in terms of the production and

s¢ Readings 22.

¢5 Readings 62-63.
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Fransmission of meaning, that it is a conceptual

instrument of representation.s*¢
In Lyotard’s account, ’little narratives’ resist incorporation
into such totalizing histories of cultural representation or
projects for culture. They do this because of the way in which
the event of performance -- "not simply the act of telling but
the implicit pragmatics of narrative +transmission"s’ --
functions as a figure, so as to displace or subvert the
discursive claims of narrative theory. For Lyotard,
‘narrative’ is not a concept that allows us to unlock the
meaning of culture. Rather, "it is the rhetorical figure that
opens culture as a site of transformation and dispute."*®

At the 1limit of representation a space of
transformation and dispute is opened up by the function of the
figure in discourse. In this respect, the event of performance
engendered by the work of the figure is akin to what Michel
Foucault has called ’non-discursive language’. Foucault
described the corpus of his work as an attempt to recount
man’s quest for self-knowledge and the price paid as a
consequence of the successes of this quest.®® In the 1960s
Foucault developed the notion of ’‘non-discursive language’,
which could be used to counteract and construct resistances
against discourse. It is in the ‘non-discursive language’ or
’counter-memory’ with which Foucault identifies his own work
that we can find a practice of postmodernism similar to the
workings of Lyotard’s figure.

'Discourse’ and ‘non-discursive language’ are elements
of a sort of ’spatial model’ with which Fqucault seems to have
worked in the 1960s. This model can perhaps be conceived most
helpfully in terms of the Same and the Other. The space of the

¢ Readings 63.

7 Readings 63 and See Chapter Two.

¢ Readings 63.

s gerard Raulet, "Structuralism and Post-Structu;alism: An
Interview with Michel Foucault," Telos, 55 (Spring 1983):

195-211.
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Same is characterized by light; it is the space of discourse.
The elements that characterize the space of the Other -- the
realm of darkness for Foucault -- are those that have been
excluded by discourse (and the Same); these are the figures of
madness, sexuality, desire, death, and even other ethnic
cultures. In what Foucault calls the Classical period (c.
1650-1800), signs were constituted and referents identified in
the world of the Same. In the Modern period, and with Kant’s
aesthetic establishing the possibility and Sade the
realization, a new and third world invented itself; or more
appropriately it should be referred to as a new space or a new
"fold’. That is, with what Foucault called the ’birth of
literature’ a ‘vertical’ space was established at the limit
where light met darkness, and this was to be a space of
liminal presence and exploration. Foucault’s fold was a space
of non-discursive ‘literature’, where language was meant to
take on an opacity, and ‘ontological weight’. It is in this
pli, this fold, where the practices of postmodernism are
constituted.’

The new language of this vertical space is able to
offer a wholiy new description of discourse and the Same. It
can also speak about the Other in a qualitatively different
way than that of which discourse is capable. From time to time
figures from the Other are able to cross over into this fold
and speak in the non-discursive language of the space --
sexuality and death in Sade, madness in Artaud, cultural
alterity in the writing and performance of Guillermo Gdémez-
Pefla. Postmodernism as a cultural praétice of non-discursive
language arises 1in the space between discourse and the
unconscious. The figures of the unconscious through such non-
discursive language then transgress the limit into the space
of discourse. It should be clear then that, pace Habermas,
what is at stake here is more than an aesthetic. Foucault has
first drawn on aesthetic postmodernity as a basis for a
theoretical intervention. When theory acts through

7 Lash 82.
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transgression on the realm of discourse it mobilizes a
critique -- of discourse, of forms of subjectivity -- that is
pre-eminently practical and political.

In "Answering the Question: What Is Postmodernism?",
Lyotard has said,

A work can become modern only if it is first

postmodern. Postmodernism thus understood is not

mo@ernism at its end but in the nascent state, and

this state is constant.”™
In this article, Lyotard not only begins to offer a serious
definition of the term, but alludes directly in the title to
the history of the question. As Docherty suggests, "Lyotard’s
title is meant explicitly to call to mind Kant’s famous piece
"What is Enlightment?".’> Following Lyotard’s example, the aim
of this chapter has been to address the postmodern as a
trajectory of European philosophy with its origins in the
Enlightenment. The proper sense in which the postmodern
describes an ‘after’ of the modern is essentially derived from
the discourse of sociology, described by Lash above, in which
‘modernism’ refers to cultural practices, whereas ‘modernity’
is the designation of a social period or philosophical
condition.” Many of the cultural practices of postmodernism
are a continuation of those devised as part of modernism, and
the tension between postmodernism and modernism was in many
ways a téhsion which defined modernism from its inception. As
soon as fissures appear in the unquestionable authority of
tradition, the tension between universal reason and the
particular contents escaping its grasp is inevitable and
irreducible.

The theatre practice examined in the following
chapters cultivates a form of ’‘figural’ signification which
has emerged in the fissures, gaps, or ’plis’ of a ’discursive’
modernist tradition. As reality has come to be increasingly

7t Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition 79.

72 pocherty 36.

73 gee Hutcheon 23-24.
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mediated and thus made absent by the representational
structures of modernisation, it has become the problematized
Object of knowledge for the Subject of postmodernism. The
problematization of reality identified in postmodern
dramaturgy means that reality as a representational referent
is displayed directly, as an ‘event’ exposed for its
indifferent and arbitrary character; a materiality which is
made real by the psychical and significational investments of
the Subject-as-spectator. At the limit of the representational
structures defining our reality, the ’figural’ signification
of postmodern dramaturgy generates a space of the ‘real’

between the performers and spectators which constitutes the
theatre event.
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CHAPTER TWO

POSTMODERN DRAMATURGY
—-— The Theatre Event --

In science, it has come to be understood that the
event is the unit of things real -- that enerqgy, not
matter, is the basic datum. In the increasingly
widespread perception of reality as endless process,
performance, not the art object, becomes primary.
The overt presence of the actor and the audience in
or at the performance makes clear its nature as
event rather than object.’

In the previous chapter postmodernism was examined. An
investigation was made of the various ways 1in which the
representations of contemporary culture mediate reality. Taken
in two parts, the first offered a plurality of narratives of
contemporary culture, all of which are seen to be a response
to the loss of metaphysical grounding in the discourses of the
humanities and sciences. Here the representation of reality is
no longer an unproblematic issue because each narrative
questions what the real means, and how we can come to know it.
The second part explored theories and practices which confront
the limit of these representations, offering an outline of the
debate concerning how such representational strategies might
be subverted or transgressed and the knowledge which may be
gained by the effects of such action. Taken together, this
two-part analysis demonstrates that postmodernism 1is a
paradigm of cultural practices with the primary focus of
problematizing a reality in which the distinction between
7representations and the ’‘real’ is obscure. Reality is seen to
possess meaning for us through a system of signs, organised
into discourses, and within these discourses there exists a
figural force which is absolutely necessary to meaning yet
escapes discursive explanation. It is the energy of this
rfigural’ force, as it is manifested in the dramaturgical

strategies of a theatre event, which is the focus of this

74 Natalie Crohn Schmitt, "Theorizing about Performance: Why
Now?" New_ Theatre OQuarterly, Volume VI, No. 23 (August

1990): 231.
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chapter.

Applying Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s definition of an
event in communication to an analysis of dramaturgical
practice in contemporary British theatre, the following
investigation will posit the concept of a theatre event. The
"theatre event’ is "not a thing, but [...] a caesura in space-
time."”® This concept of analysis is adopted in order to
elucidate dramaturgical practices which mount a challenge to
the way in which we represent phenomena to ourselves, using
theatrical representation and the conceptual categories of
space and time. The action of the event disrupts any pre-
existing referential frame within which it might be
represented or understood. That is, "something happens which
is not tautological with what has happened"’® and therefore
this phenomenon challenges our habits of conceptualizing the
meaning of things which happen to us. Applied to production,
the theatre event is designated by its radical singularity of
happening, the ‘it happens’ of a live performance as distinct
from the sense of ’‘what is happening’ or ‘what happened’.”
It leaves the spectator without immediate criteria for
conceptual meaning and therefore requires indeterminate
judgement. The eventhood of the theatre event is its force,
its energy of sheer happening. Lyotard characterises it as the
’it happens’ because to try to say ’‘what happened’ or ’what is
happening’ is to turn the theatre event into signification by
applying a concept of meaning to it.’”® The requirement of
indeterminate judgement on the part of spectators enables then
to move beyond conceptions of what a theatre event means. A

performativity of response 1is demanded, and thus the

75  Jean-Francois Lyotard as quoted in Bill Readings,
Introducing Lyotard (London and New York: Routledge, 1991)
XXX1.

76 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Differend: Phrases in Dispute,
transl. Georges Van den Abbeele (Manchester: Manchester
University Press) 79.

77 Readings xxxi.

78 Readings 43.
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spectators must work to understand what a theatre event does
to them, and in turn what they must do in response.

In order to understand how a notion of the theatre
event emerges from postmodernity, it is important to recognize
a radically different form of the postmodern than that which
is temporally classified. There is a figural force within
events which acts as an unspeakable other necessarily at work
within and against the discursive means by which we represent,
and therefore ascribe meaning to, the event; this ‘figural
force’ disrupts representation of the event in‘time. Lyotard’s
account of historical events problematizes the possibility of
thinking of history as a succession of moments because the
figural force of the event, as it happens, disrupts the
conceptual order by which history represents what happened.

Lyotard is not opposed to historical discourse, but
wishes to identify the point at which the opposition by which
discourse works is opened to the radical heterogeneity or
singularity characterized by figural force.’” The figure is
the irreconcilable trace of space or time that is radically
incommensurable with discursive meaning.®® Thus, for Lyotard
far from being an historical era or epoch, postmodernism is a
figural force which subverts discourse, including attempts to
create discourse about it. Bill Readings makes the following
observation about Lyotard’s distinctive understanding of

postmodernity:

Lyotard is [...] opposed to the majority of writers
on the postmodern for whom postmodernity appears as
the contemporary critique of modernism;

7?  Lyotard defines discourse as the condition of
representation to consciousness by a ratlona}l order or
structure of concepts. Concepts or terms functloq as ganS
oppositionally'defined.by'their'position.and,relatlonww1th1n
the virtual space of a system or network, a space that
Lyotard calls textual or perspectival. The qalculatlon of
such relational positions is the work of ratio, or reason.
The condition of discourse apprehends things solely in terms
of the representability by or within its system, as meanings
or significations that discourse may speak. See Readings
xxxi, 3-4, 8-10, and 23-28.

so Readings xxxi.
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postmodernity as the negative moment of modernist

self-consciousness.®
Many of the theorists referred to in Chapter One articulated
a postmodernism which eémerges when modernism has 1lost
confidence in itself, causing art to take on certain formal,
modernist characteristics;: for example, originality becomes
complicit critique and parody (Hutcheon), formal purity
becomes collage/montage (Derrida), and progress becomes the
cynicism of infinite deferral in simulacra (Baudrillard). For
Lyotard, there are two important reservations to such attempts
to determine the nature of the postmodern. First, such
accounts tie postmodernism to the adoption of an attitude by
a subject. The subject is not necessarily the bourgeois
individual of the Enlightenment, but it may be authorial
(McHale), economnic (Harvey®? and Jameson®?), feminist
(Owens®), or political (Hutcheon). For Lyotard, postmodernism
is an event, not a moment in the consciousness of things for
the artist, for the public, or for the spirit of an age. As
Readings claims,

To understand the event as if it were a state of the

soul or spirit is to ignore the eventhood of the

event in the interest of taking account of its

meaning, to reduce figure to discourse.?®®
Second, the identification of postmodernity by means of formal
propertiés will tend to reduce what Readings calls the

* Readings 55.

®2 See David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An
Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford and

Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1989).

®2 See Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the.Cultural
Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1991).

84 See Craig Owens, "The Discourse of Others: Feminists and

Postmodernism, The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays in Postmodern

Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port Townsend, Wash.: Bay Press,
1983): 57-82.

85 Readings 55.
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"temporal aporia"®e which the postmodern opens in
representation.®” That is, once the pPostmodern is formally
recognizable, it is no longer opening up a hole in
representation; rather than testifying to the unpresentable,
it will have presented it.

Lyotard’s account implies that, if resistant to
anything, postmodernism resists the assurance of a conscious
stance or position of knowledge, critique, or historical
survey. This seems to involve a questioning of political,
economic, or any other social structure, developed through
modernisation, as the ’last instance’ in which the truth of
all things will be revealed. The distinction of Lyotard’s
writings on postmodernism is that they insist on the
appearance of the event as a 'figure’ for modernist
’discourses’, rather than a critique of them.®® The event
appears as figure under the guise of narrativity in culture,
anachronism in history, paralogical experimentation in the
arts and, as shall be argued, the work of spectatorship in the
theatre event.

The figural excess of the event, its eventhood or its
ephemeral singularity which disrupts meaning ascribed to it,
is wvery <close to Jacques Derrida’s supplement. The
‘supplement’ 1is the ’‘necessary surplus’ that disrupts the
propriety and self-presence of logo-centric being in that it
is both necessary to being and yet not a part of it. The
thought of being that grounds the distinction of inside from

% frAporia’ is used here to mean a paradox in the logical,
chronological unfolding of events in time. This is testimony
to what Lyotard calls the ’time of the event’. The time of
the event marks an impasse between eventhood and the
representation (e.g.: analysis) of the event. Concerning an
historical event, this would amount to the blocking'toggtper
of two temporalities, and allowing the incommensurability
of these two events to comment on each other. The same 1s
true of the origin and the repetition of a work of art; the
representation should stand as a temporal incommensurability

to the original.
87 Readings 56.

8¢ Readings 56-58.
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outside, presence from absence, itself relies on an excess
that blurs this boundary. The supplement deconstructs the
assured self-presence of being that 'grounds metaphysics.*®
This process is elaborated more comprehensively below as part
of the dramaturgical strategies identified in the creation of
a theatre event, but what is significant to the discussion at
this point is the necessity of the completion of the presence
of being as it is presented in performance and completed
outside itself in spectatorship. There can be no plenitude to
being in performance, as either origin or finality, since that
plenitude is fissured by its reliance on something that is
exterior to it. In the ‘work’ of the spectators, as the
performance effects them, there is a différance which flaws
the identity performed, and thereby dispels any possibility of
a complete being of illusion in performance.

—— Spectatorship and the Theatre Event --

The theatre’s raw material is not the actor, nor the
space, nor the text, but the attention, the seeing,
the hearing, the mind of the spectator. Theatre is
the art of the spectator.®
The theatre event is best understood in terms of the
radical demands it makes upon its audience. The spectators’

understanding of their experience here is no longer to be

®® Derrida‘’s concept of the supplement has its origins in
the process of ’‘sous rature’, or ‘under erasure’. To put a
word sous rature is to write it down and then cross it out,
with the intension of leaving both word and deletion. The
idea here is that a given word is inadequate to fully convey
an intended meaning, and yet this word is left to stand,
albeit crossed out, because it 1is necessary to approach
meaning. Once a term is under sous rature its meaning or
essence is said to be supplemented by that which escapes the
term employed. As Sarup explains, "Derrida has a mistrust
of metaphysical language but accepts the necessity to work

.within that language."

See Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post -
Structuralism and Postmodernism, 2nd edn. (London, New York,

Toronto: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) 38-39.

°° pugenio Barba, The Paper Canoce, transl. Richard Fowler
(London and New York: Routledge, 1995) 39.
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found ’behind’ or ‘within’ a text; rather the notion of text
becomes an indeterminate productivity of contact and
interaction between spectators and performers. In this respect
the theatre event problematizes the notion of what it is to be
a spectator; as the ‘'"transactional and interactional
conventions"®* of a live performance are rendered problematic,
the role of spectatorship becomes increasingly important.

An examination of the practice of spectatorship
inevitably becomes an account of the cultural role of theatre
in society. The role of the spectators is played between the
cultural practice of the theatre event and its relationship to
society as a whole. Walter Benjamin’s work on the theatre of
Bertolt Brecht and the significance of art in modern society
is a suitable starting point for a discussion of contemporary
concerns on this matter. Benjamin’s view was that the social
effect of a work of art cannot simply be gauged by considering
the work itself but that it is decisively determined by the
institution within which the work functions.®® It is theatre
as an institution-in-society which determines the measure of
political effect contemporary work may have, and which too
often demonstrates that theatre in a bourgeois society
continues to operate in a realm distinct from the everyday
practices of peoples’ lives. Implicit in the present study is
a critique of theatre practice in contemporary Britain; with
particular reference to how as a cultural institution it has
for the most part ceased to have any profound effect on the
ways in which its audience makes meaning in their lives. It is
timely to look toward dramaturgical practice which may move
beyond questions of form and content in theatre, to more
intrinsic questions of the theatre as a cultural practice,
especially as this may involve a re-consideration of

spectatorship.
Lyotard’s repudiation of totalizing narratives, in

°1 Keir Elam, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama (London and
New York: Routledge, 1980) 87.

°2 sarup 149.
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particular the meta-narratives of Marx and Freud, stems from
his understanding that no one narrative can grasp what is
going on in society as a whole. This rejection of totality has
Lyotard and other postmodern theorists stressing the
fragmentation of narratives, time, space, and society.
Rejection of organic unity and the espousal of the fragmentary
is a perspective postmodernism shares with the historic avant-
garde movements.®* Walter Benjamin’s concept of allegory has
often been used as an aid to understanding avant-gardiste
(non-organic) works of art, and is cited by several theorists
as offering insight into the multi-narrative fragmentation of
the postmodern condition. Benjamin’s allegorist pulls images
and narrative elements out of the everyday, isolates them, and
then joins them as obviously incongruous fragments. The
Jjuxtaposing of these fragments allows the allegorist to make
meaning from their arrangement not organic to their original
context.®® Madan Sarup notes that

these elements of Benjamin’s concept of allegory

accord with what is called montage, the fundamental

principle of avant-garde art. Montage presupposes

the fragmentation of reality:; it breaks through the

appearance of totality and calls attention to the

fact that it is made up of reality fragments.?®®
The montage challenges people to make it an integrated part of
their reality and to relate it to their experience. An
excellent example of this principle is found in Brechtian
theatre. As Benjamin indicates, Brecht’s dramaturgy is intent
upon challenging its audience through mimetic interruptions
and juxtapositionsk which ’make strange’ and disrupt

conventional expectations and promote critical speculation in

the audience.®*®

®2 Sarup 147-148.
°¢ Sarup 148.

°s Sarup 148.

% gee Walter Benjamin, "What is Epic Theatre?",
Tl1luminations, ed. H. Arendt, transl. H. Zohn (London:
Fontana Press, 1973): 144-151.
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Lyotard’s interest in avant-garde montage parallels
Benjamin and Brecht'’s juxtaposing of imagery and the challenge
it poses to an audience’s relationship to the performance; his
perspective, however, takes this challenge a stage further. An
approach to spectatorship can be developed from Lyotard’s
understanding of what it is to be an ’active’ reader, or more
generally a receiver of a text. This amounts to a demand for
extreme scepticism of representational knowledge on the part
of the reader; not only of the text’s representational grasp
of a given reality, but also of the reader’s representational
grasp of what the text nmeans. Lyotard identifies
representational knowledge as an object of possession; so a
book which someone has read, for instance, becomes something
which is not just in their possession as a physical object,
but more importantly as a mental representation. Thus, the
meaning of the book is possessed by analogy with a commodity
in so far as it 1is made an object of a mental
representation.?®’ This relates to both theatrical
representation and the audience because spectators also
possess a mental representation of their experience of a
performance in the way they make meaning from this experience.
Lyotard’s critique is useful for the purposes of examining
spectatorship because it problematizes the habitual ways in
which spectatorship generates conceptual meaning from
theatrical representation.

In Des Dispositifs pulsionnels Lyotard elaborates upon
what he calls the "theatrical-representational apparatus"®®
by comparing it to the perspectival painting of the
costruzione legittima from the Italian Renaissance. In this
analogy, the theatre consists of three closed spaces linked
together: the support, the image or the stage, and the viewer.
In painting, these would correspond to the surface and
technology of painting (the medium), the image, and the

®7 Readings xvii.

s Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Des Dispositifs pulsionnels, 2nd

edn. (Paris: Christian Bourgeois, 1983) 255; my translation.
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position prescribed for the viewer by the vanishing point of
perspectival construction. In the theatre itself, the three
spaces are respectively the backstage apparatus (wings and
machinery, etc.), the stage, and the auditorium. These three
closed spaces locate themselves in opposition to a fourth,
open, one -- the space of the real, of the world outside the
theatre. 1In this structure there are three limits or
divisions: stage from backstage, stage from auditorium, and
theatre from world.”” Lyotard calls this proscenium stage
space a dispositif, or ‘set-up’.

Three significant observations about this apparatus
have to be made. First, Lyotard’s description of how the
apparatus works is similar to his definition of discourse, and
thus a comparison can be made between how a subject makes
meaning in each. The condition of representation to
consciousness in both occurs through a predominantly rational
order or structure of concepts. These concepts function as
units oppositionally defined (e.g.: character conflict) by
their position and relation within the virtual space (staging)
of a system or network (play text); a space which Lyotard
calls textual or perspectival (staged play text). The
subject/spectator calculates the relational positions of these
concepts by the work of ratio, or reason. The application of
discourse conceptualizes things solely in terms of their
representability by or within this system, as meanings or
significations +that discourse may speak.'® Thus, the
theatrical-representational apparatus, 1like discourse, can
only comprehend phenomena as it becomes the representable
content of this closed system. The system is either ambivalent
to, or rejects, that which does not work within the rational
order or its structure of concepts.

Second, the theatrical-representational apparatus
positions its viewing subject inside the system. Third, the
effect is not one of illusion, but of seduction. Lyotard

% Readings 93-94.

100 Readings xxxi.
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explains:

I should say seduction rather than illusion because

;ge:iﬁbgzifiggg ligfs into [Brunelleschi’s] box, if

}ooking at the ’Baptcj).vsviryveirgse‘{; ].-lFotrhatiorsl: WJi‘ISO 222

in the theatre it is the sane.... This

representation is not trompe 1/#il and it is not

even illusion, it is seduction in the proper sense

of the term: one is divided from oneself [Lat.

seducere], there is a scission.
This is important to the consideration of postmodern
dramaturgy because Lyotard’s analysis of representation does
not consist in decrying its (ideological) falsity, but in
considering its performance as an apparatus. Bill Readings
suggests that much of the difficulty in understanding what
Lyotard is trying to do stems from the tendency in analysis of
his work to fall back upon the concept of illusion in thinking
about representation; this is precisely +the kind of
conceptualization Lyotard is trying to avoid.102 Lyotard is
not concerned with issues of falsity, rather he questions the
potential of performance to subvert the discursive structure
of the theatrical-representational apparatus, acknowledging
the seductive nature of discursive meaning. This distinguishes
him from radical dramatists like Brecht for whom the above
apparatus provided the means for ideological critique. For
Brecht it was enough to work within an apparatus in which the
limit between stage (performers) and auditorium (spectators)
is breached so that the spectators may ask ’‘who speaks?’ or
where the limit between stage and backstage is breached to
show the apparatus by which the image is constructed. Brecht’s
practice corresponds to the classical moves of an ideological
critique by which the spectators and the image are referred
back to the mechanism by which they are constructed and
positioned. In each case, however, the limit that separates
the ’de-realized’ space of the theatrical apparatus from the

1 rvotard as quoted in Readings 94.

102 Readings 94.
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outside is preserved.® Lyotard claims that contemporary
capitalism has developed to the point where it can itself make

profit from breaching the 1limits inside the theatrical
apparatus:

> Philip Auslander’s analysis of acting techniques, "’Just
Be Your Self’: Logocentrism and difference in performance
theory," offers a deconstruction of Brecht’s alienation
effect ("A-effect") and gestus relevant to Lyotard’s use of
the theatrical-representational apparatus as a critique of
discourse. Brecht developed both techniques in order to
prevent an audience from emotionally identifying with a play
in such a way which might interfere with their powers of
critical judgement. Briefly, he proposed the A-effect as an
approach to performing characters which might prevent the
actor from becoming completely transformed by the character.
This estrangement between actor and character meant that an
actor could present an interpretation of a character in a
given situation which might encompass a variety of
alternatives; that every gesture signifies a decision to be
observed and considered. Using the technique of gestus an
actor could make use of physical attitude, tone of voice and
facial expression to consciously comment on a character’s
social relations with others. Rather than embodying the
character in the manner of <classic realism, the
actor/subject could use Brecht’s techniques to offer a
'‘reading’ of a particular character for the audience’s
critical discernment.

While Brecht’s techniques succeed in making visible certain
social forces in society for the critical observation of an
audience, his Epic theatre still falls prey to a theological
aspect of theatrical representation in that it strives for
a presence of the actor/subject which 1is bgyond
representation as posited within the theatrlgal-
representational apparatus. Here there is a metaphysical
assumption made about the actor/subject as a transcendental
presence, a political agent, which acts as a seductive
illusion for the audience in the way this actor/subject may
stand outside representation in order to act on 1it.
Auslander’s conclusion is useful to the present analysis
because he identifies a process of striving for presence on
the part of the practitioner which differs from its
conventional metaphysical application. He suggests how the
search for presence in the theatre might be more fruitfully
pursued in the ’play’ of forces between performers and
spectators in the event of live performance.

See Philip Auslander, "’/Just Be Your Self’: Logocentr}sm and
difference in performance theory," Acting (Re)Considered,
ed. Phillip B. Zarrilli (London and New York: Routledge,

1995): 59-70.
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We pave'the advantage over Adorno that we live in a
capltallsng that is more cynical, mnore energetic,
less tragic. It places everything (including the

backstage _apparatus of "exploitation’) in
Fepresentatlon,representation:hsself-reflexive(as
in Brecht) and presents itself.... The walls, the

entry, the exit, remain.i°*

As Readings points out, Lyotard’s use of the theatrical-
representational apparatus demonstrates that "capitalism has
caught up with Brecht, as it were."os

Lyotard’s critique of theatrical representation is
significant for spectatorship of the theatre event because it
demonstrates the limits of representational concepts and shows
how even when a radical ideology like Brecht'’s is applied to
this apparatus, the prevailing conceptual dispositif remains
unchallenged. Lyotard 1likens this unchallenged 1limit of
political space to that of the walls of a museum on art: "the
putting aside of effects and the privileging of concepts as
extraterritorial; the setting aside of intensities and their
weakening by means of their staging."!°® For Lyotard, the
theatrical-representational apparatus demonstrates the
discursive limitation on our experience and understanding of
reality. As it relates to our logical understanding of the
world, the spectators’ experience in the theatre becomes
similar to other forms of conceptual ‘staging’ in society.
This comparison is based upon two processes. First, staged
representation occurs within clearly demarcated limits: an
’inside’ of the theatre of representation which is quite
distinct from the reality ‘outside’, and the business of the
theatre. "To stage is to institute this limit, this frame, to
circumscribe this region."**” Thus, culture 1is inside
’nature’ representing 1it, poliﬁics inside ‘’society’, for
example. At the same time, however, this representation that

04 1votard, Des Dispositifs pulsionnels 111; my translation.

105 Readings 95.

¢ Tvotard, Des Dispositifs pulsionnels 291; my translation.
107 1yotard, Des Dispositifs pulsionnels 59; my translation.
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copies reality imposes its rule on ‘reality’, reduces the real
to ‘that which can be represented-’. Hence, the second process:
what is explicitly ‘off-stage’, outside, is staged in that it
can only be thought in terms of its potential representation
on stage, as the referent of a discourse. The real is the
representable, and therefore reduced to the absent object of
representation. This is what Lyotard means by calling
representation a "placing outside [that which takes place] on
the inside."'® The theatre of representation produces this
effect of ‘de-realization’ (the reduction of the real to a
representation for a subject / the spectator) by making
everything within it a matter of conceptual representation.
This is a process which Lyotard characterizes as ‘theological’
in that the outside, the ’‘reality’ which the theatre proposes
to represent is kept outside, excluded, and appears on the
~inside of the theatre only as the absent meaning of the
representation, the dead de, the ’Great Zero’ as Lyotard
calls it. Thus, the process which appears to denigrate
representation as secondary to the real is in fact the
establishment of the rule of representation, by which the real
is merely the absent original of a representation. 1In
philosophical terms, this method of representation is called
logocentrism, and has its origins with Plato; logocentrism
will receive further explication in the discussion of mimesis

below.

. =—— Frames of Reference:
Spectatorship, Cognition and Reality --

Lyotard’s theatrical-representational apparatus allows
us to see an important intertextual relationship between the
spectators in theatre and citizens in society. It demonstrates
how conceptual methods of representing phenomena can seduce
spectators into a particular method of developing knowledge,
and thereby a way of ‘experiencing’ and understanding reality.
Focus should now be given to how methods of analyzing the

108 1yotard, Des Dispositifs pulsionnels 291; my translation.
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spectators’ role in the theatre event may make use of
Lyotard’s admonition. Given the ubiquity of particular
practices of spectatorship engendered by the metaphysical
means of the theatrical-representational apparatus, we may now
consider how the problematization of these practices promotes
the (re)consideration*<® of spectatorship in the creation of
a theatre event.

In Theatre Audiences, Susan Bennett advances a theory
of production and reception for audiences of contemporary
western theatre which provides a useful starting-point for
(re)considering how the practices of spectatorship work to
create a theatre event. Bennett develops a model for her
analysis which features an inner and outer frame. The outer
frame is concerned with the theatre as a cultural construct
through the idea of the theatrical event, the practitioner’s
approach to production, and the audience’s definitions and
expectations of a performance. The inner frame contains the
event itself and, in particular, the spectators’ experience of
a fictional or ’‘staged’ world -- based upon a text, score, or
plan -- and from which the live performance develops. This
second frame encompasses dramaturgical strategies, ideological
overcoding, and the material conditions of performance. The
intersection of the two frames forms the spectators’ cultural
understanding and experience of theatre.!'® Bennett’s model
augments the theatrical-representational apparatus through its
use of an outer frame of audience reception. Its consideration
of strategies which affect the condition of the spectators is
the beginning of breaching the 1limits interior +to the
theatrical apparatus. Moreover, it provides a means of
identifying how theatre might serve as a vital cultural
institution in society, offering insight into how cultural

* I use (re)consider to mark clearly the .implicitly
processual nature of ‘considering’. This view invites the
consideration that both society and theatre practice are
performative, and therefore always already processually
under construction. See Zarrilli 1.

112 gusan Bennett, Theatre Audiences (London and New York:
Routledge, 1990) 1-2.
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assumptions affect performances and performances re-write
cultural assumptions.?*?

Bennett’s frames of audience reception are an
advancement upon the semiotic analysis of audience reception
made by Keir Elam. For Bennett and Elam, these frames are
conceptual or cognitive structures to the extent that they are
applied by participants and observers to make sense of a given
'form’ of behaviour (e.g., live performance), but are derived
from the conventional principles through which behaviour
itself is organised (e.g., theatre productions performed at
theatre institutions). Elam explains the general pattern of
behaviour upon which the model is developed:

Given their understanding of what it is that is
going on, individuals fit their actions to this
understanding and ordinarily find that the ongoing
world supports this fitting. These organisational
premises -- sustained both in the mind and in
activity -- I call the frame of the activity.?
Elam extends this frame of the activity to a concept of a
theatrical frame -- not unlike Bennett’s outer frame -- which
is the product of a set of transactional conventions governing
the participahts’ expectations and their understanding of
reality in the performance.*® Bennett and Elam agree that
the spectators’ cognitive hold on the theatrical frame, their
knowledge of texts, textual laws and conventions, together
with their general cultural preparation and the influence of
critics, community, and so forth, make up what is identified
as the horizon of expectations.**

When Bennett and Elam speak of the audience’s horizon
of expectations they are identifying the point at which the
dramaturgy of a theatre event may begin to radically undermine
the semiotic -- that is to say, structuralist -- conception of

111 Bennett 1-2.
112 plam 87-88.

113 EFlam 88.

114 glam 94, Bennett 52-4.
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the role of spectatorship. In relation to reception, an
audience’s horizon of expectations usually implies an
‘aesthetic distance’ created by the performance, which through
its innovations and modification to future expectations is
measured.*® The dramaturgical strategies which give rise to
a theatre event work to create a singularity of the live
performance experience which subverts the spectators’
determinate, cognitive expectations. The practitioner of the
theatre event attempts to create a horizon of expectation for
the spectators which is indeterminate. Dramaturgical
strategies are meant to create a representational excess to
the conceptual frames by which they are understood, and thus
the spectators’ experience of the event should also extend
into an experience in excess of the referential frames used to
determine it. Bennett’s framework of audience reception, as a
model of cognitive expectation, is displaced through the
occurrence of a theatre event. Consequently, while Bennett’s
analysis provides a wuseful beginning to the present
examination of spectatorship, the unpredictable happening of
the theatre event problematizes any such analysis which
elevates ‘form’ at the expense of indeterminate ’force’. The
force of sheer happening in performance is meant to challenge
the spectators’ appreciation of what goes on within and beyond
cognitive methods of comprehension.

The theatre event offers the opportunity to experience
spectatorship in such a way that puts predetermined
conceptions of the role of the spectator at risk. The theatre
event does not mark a distinct other to the frames established
by Bennett and Elam or the theatrical-representational
apparatus described by Lyotard. Theatre practice can never

simply transgress the outer limit of the theatre of

representation. Lyotard acknowledges the necessity to
represent, but he recognizes that representation -- in
performance and spectatorship -- must testify to the eventhood

that representation suppresses. This requires experimental

115 plam 94-95.
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judgement beyond the cognitive frame, apparatuses, or other
criteria of representation. In cognition, or determinate
judgement, a subject ‘knows’ by applying a pre-existing
concept to an object in order to determine its nature, for
example, ‘this space is a "theatre"’. Indeterminate judgement
is judgement to which one cannot apply a pre-existing concept.
In the theatre event, something happens which disrupts the
pre-existent frame of reference, so that the spectator does
not ’‘know’ how to understand it, at the time. Indeterminate
judgement is required, in which the imagination experiments,
inventing ways of understanding the event. It is therefore
judgement which takes place in the explicit absence of
criteria. Indeterminate judgement deals with the ‘it 1is
happening’, not with the ’‘what is happening’, with the event
rather than with its constative content.?***

The Jjudgement required of spectators by a theatre
event, has its origins in the radical experimentation of
Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement. Lyotard chose to
develop the third of Kant’s Critiques because for him it
marked the point where Kant "cures himself of the disease of
knowledge and rules in passing to the paganism of art and
nature."*” Kant’s inquiry confronts the question of

scientificity =-- by which he meant verifiability -- of
knowledge about the world. He explores the workings of
cognition and perception and what these mental processes tell
us about the subject of consciousness and the object of

116 Readings 105-106.

117 The experience is somewhat akin to Lyotard’s solution to
the limits of contemporary painting; where he entreats the
viewer to "explode this 1limit and take art out of the
museums, even out of inhabited places; to paint walls,
mountains, bodies, the sand." As the audigpce becomes a
participant in the performance process, their role should
be to "transform the energies which the (performers).put
into play," not into a theoretical dispositive, "but into
a sort of liquification, a sort of aleatory production.”
Thus, the theoretical question of performance may be
dissolved, and the ’‘reality’ of the experience addressed.

See Lyotard as quoted in Readings 106.
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knowledge. As mentioned in Chapter One, there are many
parallels between the romanticism of XKant’s time and our
condition of postmodernity; his thesis is instructive
concerning the process of indeterminate judgement in both the
theatre event and contemporary reality.

Kant makes a fundamental distinction within
subjectivity between a ‘transcendental logic’, which contains
inter alia the categories of understanding, and the
‘transcendental aesthetic’ which contains the categories of
time and space. Perception of phenomena, Kant claims, takes
place through the transcendental aesthetic’s categories of
time and space, while cognition or knowledge is conditional
upon the operation of the logical categories.!®* Both the
sciences, in the broadest sense, and the arts are dependent on
some admixture of cognition and perception, in which, in the
sciences, cognition plays the greater role, while, in the
arts, Kant’s transcendental aesthetic, or perception, has a
relatively more important part. |

Scott Lash, among other theorists, has borrowed
significantly from Kant when he hypothesizes that the changes
in perception associated with modernization have sensitized
the subject to the reception of particular cultural forms in
the arts. One instance in modernism of this change in
perception was that associated with the rise of the great
city, and its concomitant disordering/reordering of the
subject’s perception of time and space, which then in turn was
problematized in modernist cultural forms. In postmodernism
the change is not so much in the way the subject perceives
time and space as in terms of what the subject is perceiving.

Lash explains:

What we are perceiving, in TV, in video, in the
spread of information technology, on the walkman, on
the cassettes or CDs we listen to in our cars, 1n
advertisements, in the huge increase in popular
magazines we 1look at, are represenpatiops, are
mostly images. We are living in a society in which

118 . H. Walsh, Kant’s Criticism of Metaphysics (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1975) 55.
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our perception is directed almost as often to
representations as it is to ‘reality’.®®
Applied to our contemporary cultural condition, Kant’s thesis
raises interesting questions concerning the way in which the
subject makes meaning from reality. In turn, this raises
questions concerning perception and cognition in
spectatorship.
One aspect of Lash’s analysis needs further
elaboration in terms of Kant’s dualism of cognition and
perception. In principle, perception -- though it operates
through the categories of time and space -- is immediate.
Cognition on the other hand is mediated by representation, be
they concepts or propositions. Perception is concrete,
cognition 1is abstract. Perception is variously seen as
operating through sensation, or as in Kant, a matter of
’‘intuition’. Cognition is contingent upon abstract categories
or logic, on abstract classification. To represent, either in
science or in art is to operate in the realm of the subject.
Both science and art operéte through representations, not in
the realm of the object but in that of subjectivity. In
modernism, then, though both perception and representation are
made problematic, there persists the Kantian dualism of
subject and object. Here the changes in perception in everyday
life bring about a disordering of our notions of time and
space which are then reproduced in art in the realm of
representation. In postmodernism it is the status of the two
separate realms which are rendered problematic. As Lash says,
what is key here is that it is representations
themselves which become objects of perception. That
is, already abstract entities which previously were
integral to subjectivity come to enter 1into the
wholly unreflexive realm of the object itself.**

In Kant’s dualism, culture and its representations in the

sciences and arts are somehow reflexive, somehow rational.

119 goott Lash, Sociology of Postmodernism (London and New
York: Routledge, 1990) 23-24.

120 1ash 24.
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They, for example, are able to operate reflexively in relation
to the world of sensation and the object. In this rational
world of culture, representations take sensations in the realm
of perception as their object. In postmodernism all this is
inverted, as unreflexive sensation takes representations
themselves as its own object.

In Chapter One, Kant’s Critique of Judgement was seen
to have become significant to theorizing about postmodernism
because it posits the possibility of reality possessing a kind
of ‘other’ to the ’self’-legitimized object of reality
conceived by the Subject. Thomas Docherty demonstrated that
Kant’s principal intention was to find the means by which the
observation of reality would be able to shock the observer
into new knowledge; and that such a shock to the Subject’s
sense of identity and practice of observation was reminiscent
of the avant-garde. Kant wanted what he called a synthetic a
priori, which would confirm but then exceed the analytic a
priori of epistemological analysis of the world by allowing
for the structural modification of the very analytic method
itself to account for and encompass a new given, the
unpredictable data of the world.'* As was demonstrated in
the previous chapter, the difference between analytic and
synthetic a priori is analogous to that between determining
and reflective (indeterminate or experimental) judgement. In
a determining judgement, the subject of consciousness is not
implicated in the act or event of judging at all: a method, a
structure, determines the result of the judgement. 1In
reflection, the Subject must rely more upon sensory perception
as judgement must occur indeterminately, or, as Lyotard
maintains, "without <criteria."*?*®* Judgements are then

replaced by judging, and the form of judgement by the event of

121 gee Chapter One and Thomas Docherty, "Postmodernism: An
Introduction," Postmodernism -- A Reader, ed. Docherty
(London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) 24-25.

122 Jean-Francois Lyotard and Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just:Gamipg,
transl. Wlad Godzich (Manchester: Manchester University

Press, 1985 [1979]) 6.
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judging.

In the event of judging, the subject is compelled to
extend the operation of reason beyond its own internally
coherent framework in an attempt to grasp a ‘new’,
indeterminate, and indeed ever-changing reality. If, as Lash
suggests, the essence of the postmodern condition is that
abstract representations once integral to subjectivity have
become the ‘objects’ which make up reality, than such a
practice of Jjudging would seem essential to understanding
contemporary reality. This is where there begins a shift in
emphasis away from what Docherty calls ’scientific knowledge’
towards what should properly be considered as a form of
'narrative knowledge’.**® That is, rather than knowing the
stable essence of an object, the subject begins to tell the
story of the event of judging it, and to enact the narrative
of how it changes consciousness and thus produces a new
knowledge. Just as the subject may develop this practice of
narrative knowledge in relationship to reality, so too may the
spectator develop such a relationship to live performance in
the theatre event. There is no longer an attempt to view the
performance as an ‘object’ or text awaiting analysis, rather

it is experienced as an event.

-- Dramaturgical Strategies of The Theatre Event --

Having established an understanding of what is at
stake for the spectators of a theatre event, and given the
importance of their role in the creation of this event,
consideration must now be given to the implements of live
performance which provide the impetus for the spectators’
involvement. This requires a dramaturgical analysis which is

122 T am using the term ‘narrative’ here in the way in Which
Lyotard uses it. He sees narrative less for its conventional
value -- as a means of unlocking the meaning of culture --
and more for its disruptive value -- as a rhetorical figure
which may open up culture as a site of transformation gnd
dispute. See Chapter Four for how this revision of narrative
pecomes a dramaturgical strategy in the theatre of Forced
Entertainment. See Docherty 25.
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capable of coming to terms with the effects of a live
performance. That is, how does the transmission of a narrative
in 1live performance draw upon particular dramaturgical
strategies which create a ‘performative’2 response from
spectators? Given that such a response is engendered by an
active experience of an event, not an object, how may the
event encourage critical acts as performance -- ‘"as
indeterminate signifying ‘play’ or as self-reflexive, non-
referential ’‘scenes’ of writing?"!** The figural disruption
to theoretical discourse about what the performance means is
inherent to how the theatre event works. In the following
section, an introduction will be given to how such
dramaturgical strategies may be performatively ‘written’;
resulting in a detailed analysis in the ensuing three
chapters.

2t It is important to distinguish how the term
‘performativity’ is used differently between postmodern and
post-structuralist discourse. In theories of postmodernism
it is often used as the criterion by which knowledge ought
to be organised and produced. Thus, it has become as Elin
Diamond states,

a way for sceptics of postmodernism to excoriate
what Raymond Williams has called our ‘dramatized’
society, in which the world, via electronics, is
recreated as a seamlessly produced performance.

In post-structuralism it is often used to designate the
vehicle for deconstructing logocentric texts and
propositions of classic realism, as well as the
positivist theology such texts support.

It is the post-structuralist reading of the term which
is supported in this study, and thus performativity is an
essential characteristic of a dramaturgy which is not
grounded in the distinction between a truthful reality and
fictional representations upon the stage, but rather in the
many "different ways of knowing and representing this
reality which are constitutively heterogeneous, contingent,

and risky."

See Elin Diamond, "Introduction", Performance & Cultural
Politics, ed. Diamond (London and New York: Routledge, 1996)

1-3.

125 pjamond 2.
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In Susan Bennett’s model of audience reception, the

inner frame delineates a fictional or "staged’ world -- based
upon a text, score, or plan -- and from which the 1live
performance develops. The narrative that generates the inner
frame -- be it a text, score, or plan -- gives rise to another

‘narrative’ in the form of a live performance. In fact, this
'narrative’ of 1live performance, or ‘performance text’
involves a combination of the first encoded narrative and the
narrative of 1its presentation. The performance text has
historically given semioticians trouble because, as Ian Watson
suggests, it defies the conceptual reduction afforded by
semiotics:

The performance text is a slippery customer, which

even semioticians have difficulties in grasping

firmly. Pavis, for instance, defines it as ’the mise

en scene of a reading and any possible account made

of this reading by the spectator’.?s
Watson identifies the first part of Pavis’s account as a
metaphorical equivalent of the physical text in literature, of
which there is but one (or, more accurately, many copies of a
single, master text). The second refers to each individual’s
reading of this text.'*” He then confines his analysis to the
first part of Pavis’s definition, in order to "avoid the
pitfalls of [his] own observations", and because the latter
part acknowledges that there are "as many readings as there
are spectators watching the performance."**®* In contrast to
" Watson’s approach, the theatre event encourages a plurality of
reading, prioritizing as it does the implicit pragmatics of
narrative transmission. The performance text of the theatre
event functions as a figure to the narrative upon which it is
based, and thus the performance text displaces the kind of

discursive totalizing demanded by Watson.

126 Tan Watson, "’Reading’ the Actor: Performance, Presence,

and the Synesthetic," New Theatre Quarterly, Volume XTI,
Number 42 (May 1995): 136.

127 watson: 136.

122 watson: 136.
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The theatre event can be seen as an instability forced
into being -- within a narrative structure -- by a
dramaturgical strategy which challenges or upsets the
totalising capacity of this structure as a representation of
reality. Nick Kaye identifies this effect as a performative or
theatrical ‘occurrence’ within narrative representation. Such
strategies are best conceived as something which happens,
because as he explains:

postmodern ’theatricality’... is not something, but

is an effect, and an ephemeral one at that. It is in

terms of this instability, of this excess produced

by the figures in play, that one might then speak of

a moment which is both ’theatrical’ or

’‘performative’ and properly postmodern.i*®
The dramaturgy of the theatre event emphasizes an occurrence
which vacillates between presence and absence, between
displacement and reinstatement. It is for precisely these
reasons that the theatre event can be seen to be resistant to
discursive accounts like that of semiotics, and indeed, can be
seen to effect a corruption of a semiotic ideal.

The dramaturgical strategies identified below will
demonstrate what Peggy Phelan has said is characteristic of
representation, that is: "it always conveys more than it
intends; and it 1is never totalizing."*® The postmodern
dramaturgy seen at work in the theatre event exists in the
suspension between the "real" physical matter of "the
performing body" and the psychic experience of what it is to
be em-~bodied. Like an energy circuit, sometimes over-powering,
sometimes barely intelligible, the theatre event keeps contact
with the corporeal (the body real) at one end of the circuit
and the psychic Real*** at the other. In this energized,

129 Nick Kaye, Postmodernism and Performance (London: The

Macmillan Press, 1994) 23.

130 peggy Phelan, Unmarked (London and New York: Routledge,
1993) 2.

131 1h referring to the ’‘psychic Real’ I am citing Lacan’s
use of the term, which shall be distinguished from other
versions of the real by use of the upper-case R.
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unpredictable space between the idea and actuality of the
event there exists potential, a force which powers a
confrontation between performer and spectator, and a hope for
insight into the relationship between self and other and thus
the reality of our world.

—— Mimesis and Representational Excess --

In an analysis of performance and representation of
the real, Phelan has suggested that "[w]ithin the history of
theatre the real is what theatre defines itself against, even
while reduplicating its effects."'*? Representations -- be
they linguistic, photographic, legal, political, or whatever
-- rely upon and produce a specific logic of the real; this
logical real promotes its own representation. Thus, the real
partakes of and generates different imagistic and discursive
paradigms. Phelan uses quantum physics as an example:

Within the physical universe, the real of the

quantum is established through a negotiation with

the limits of the representational possibilities of

measuring time and space. To measure motion that is

not predictable requires that one consider the

uncertainty of both the means of measurement and the

energy that one wants to measure.*®
This raises two concerns relevant to dramaturgy. The first
questions the relationship between the dramaturgical
strategies of the theatre event and how they may be
performatively written or understood. The second stems from a
need to historicise the representation of reality in western
theatre, and most notably the concept of mimesis. Dealing with
mimesis first, it will be possible to contextualise questions
which pertain to the former. A deconstruction of the
conventional conception of mimesis will demonstrate that the
process -- the action -- of representing reality should be the
initial concern in identifying dramaturgical strategies which

work to create the theatre event.

132 phelan 3.

133 phelan 2-3.
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In Book X of The Republic, Plato attacks the arts,
when he states: "The tragic poet, too, 1is an artist who
represents things; so this will apply to him: he and all other
artists are, as it were, third in succession from the throne
of truth.""* Art is an imitation of life and life merely a
shadow of the ideal forms. Thus "the work of the artist is at
a third remove from the essential nature of the thing."®3*
Plato’s translator, Francis Cornford, comments that

thg view that a work of art is an image of likeness
(eikon) of some original, or holds up a mirror to
nature, became prominent towards the end of the
fif?h century together with the realistic drama of
Euripides and the illusionistic painting of Zeuxis.
Plato’s attack adopts this theory.?¢

Aristotle, who was Plato’s student, agrees that art is
mimetic but asks precisely what does art imitate and how? Art
does not imitate things or even experience, but "action".
Action, through many centuries of interpretation of
Aristotle’s text, has proved a problematic idea; at best,
theorists may only sketch an interpretation of what Aristotle
might have meant. Richard Schechner claims that for Aristotle,

Art imitates patterns, rhythms, and developments. In

art, as in nature, things are born, they grow, they

flourish, they decline, they die. Form, which is

crystalline in Plato, is fluid in Aristotle.™
Historically, however, interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of
the stage, as it is laid out in the Poetics, is not nearly as
’fluid’ as Schechner’s interpretation suggests. Augusto Boal
argues that the development of western theatre, from Aristotle
to the present, has been creatively hampered -- not to mention
ideologically encoded -- by a reduction of mimesis to the

134 plato, The Republic of Plato, transl. Francis'MacDonald
Cornford (London and New York: Oxford University Press,

1945) 327.

135 plato, The Republic 327.

13¢ pljato, The Republic 323-4.

137 Richard Schechner, Performance Theory, 2nd edn. (New York
and London: Routledge, 1988) 37.
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level of mere imitation. The word ‘imitate’ has been
interpreted as meaning to make a more or less perfect copy of
an original model. For Boal, then, it follows that if theatre
is to be a copy of nature, and ’‘nature’ means the whole of
created things, then theatre is meant to be a copy of created
things. Thus, stage and reality correspond to the same rlgld
relationship as word and thing, passive to a putative mimetic
structure. Boal’s challenge has its origins in his own re-
interpretation of Aristotle, wherein he claims that the act of
imitation (mimesis) has nothing to do with copying an exterior
model, but rather entails a re-creative process, as he
explains:

‘Mimesis’ means rather a ’‘re-creation’. And nature

is not the whole of created things but rather the

creative principle itself. Thus when Aristotle says

that art imitates nature, we must understand that

this statement, which can be found in any modern

version of the Eoetlcs is due to a bad translation,

which in turn stems from an isolated interpretation

of that text. ’Art imitates nature’ actually means:

'Art re-creates the creative principle of created

things. ’**®
Boal’s reclamation of Aristotle’s mimesis is significant to an
understanding of the theatre event because in the action of a
continual re-invention of representational tools of
communicating between performer and spectator there exists an
excess to the conventional understanding of mimesis as
imitation. This amounts to a deconstruction of mimesis as
imitation because (considering that signifiers and
representation are synonymous) as a signifier of a referent
(reality), imitation must  Thave a fixed one-to-one
correspondence with its referent, which is not the case. For
Jacques Derrida, like Schechner and Boal, the description of
representation in the theatre as ’imitation’ is (in Derrida’s
terms) sous rature, or under erasure since the word is used

but is inadequate and inaccurate. Derrida’s method of

1328 augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, transl. Charles
A. and Marla—Odllla Leal McBride (New York: Theatre

Communications Group, 1985) 1.
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critically reading such signification is critical of it as a
metaphysical thought system; that is, a signifier wholly
dependant upon a foundation, a presence or first principle,
which in this case is the reality being imitated. In language,
first principles are often determined by what they exclude, by
a sort of ’‘binary opposition’ to other concepts, or in this
case the concept which is its signifier (e.g.: reality /
imitation). Derrida claims that the structure of a signifier
like mimesis is determined by a trace or shadow of the other
(reality) which under this binary opposition is absent.
Derrida, like Boal and Schechner, suggests that we should try
to break down such binaries and see, for example, that there
is a reality which is just as real on stage, just a different
reality. Indeed, the British theatre practitioners examined in
this study explore how stage language may move beyond the
metaphysical mimesis of Aristotle and develop into an
exploration of performance as process endowed with a para-
reality of risk, indeterminacy, and discovery, for performer
and spectator alike. As Boal has said, "[t]heatre is change
and not simple presentation of what exists: it is becoming and
not being."***

In relating Derridean deconstruction of metaphysical
mimesis to an understanding of the theatre event, there is an
important advance to be made upon Derrida’s critique which
comes from Lyotard. In Of Grammatology, Derrida develops his
notion of deconstruction, rejecting the attack on writing
which says it 1is a mere appendage to speech; here
writing/speech is a Dbinary opposition which can Dbe
deconstructed 1in the same way that reality/imitation was
above. Différance works to set up a disturbance -- not unlike
the energy of the event -- at the level of the signifier
(created by the anomalous spelling) which graphically resists
the reduction of concepts into binary opposition. Its sense
remains suspended between the two French verbs ’to differ’ and
'to defer’, both of which contribute to its textual force but

139 Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed 28.
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neither of which can fully capture its meaning. Language
depends on ‘difference’ since, as Ferdinand de Saussure
Clearly demonstrated, it consists in the structure of
distinctive opposition which makes up its basic economy. Where
Derrida breaks new ground, and where Of Grammatology takes its
cue, is in the extent to which ’‘differ’ shades into ’defer’.
This involves the idea that meaning is always deferred,
perhaps to the point of an endless supplementarity, by the
play of signification. Différance not only designates this
theme but offers in its own unstable meaning a graphic example
of the process at work.?*°

Another term used by Derrida to avoid the conceptual
Closure of logocentrism -- or reduction to an ultimate meaning
which otherwise might threaten his texts -- is that of
’supplement’. Here a word itself may be bound up in a
supplementary play of meaning which defies semantic reduction.
This term is used above to describe the necessity of
completion of the presence of being, in the live performance
of a theatre event, by the spectator.*** For Derrida,
logocentrism is a problematic property internal to linguistic
representation’s attempt to account for itself and the world;

*° See Christopher Norris, Deconstruction (London and New
York: Roytledge, 1992) 32-33.

141 A key example of the use of ’‘supplement’ by Derrida is
in his critique of Rousseau’s Essay on the Origin of
Languages. Rousseau, for instance, treats writing as the
supplement of spoken language, existing in a secondary
relation to speech just as speech itself -- by the same
token -- 1is at one remove from whatever it depicts.
According to Christopher Norris, such argument§ have a 19ng
history in western thought. Like Plato’s mystical doctrine
of forms, the effect is to devalue the activities of grt and
writing by constant appeal to a pure metaphysics of
presence, their distance from which condemns thgm to an
endless play of deceitful imitation. For Derrida, the
’supplementarity’ of writing is indeed the root of the
matter, but not in the derogatory sense that Rousseau
intended. Writing is the example par excellence of a
supplement which enters into the heart of all intell}g}ble
discourse and comes to define its very nature and condition.
That 1is, all communication 1is ‘written’ ;n that it
demonstrates this phenomena of supplementation to the
presence (essence) of thought.
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it is a metaphysics of representation which works on other
fields by analogy. For Lyotard, however, the rule of the
linguistic analogy is itself logocentric, participating in
Saussure’s meta-narrative of a ‘general semiology’. Derrida’s
elaboration of différance has been an attempt to uphold the
supplementary trace of radical difference which separates the
terms of an opposition, and which is foreign to both: "’the
bar’** that falls between presence and absence, evoking a
difference uncontainable within the terms of that binary
opposition."*** Lyotard’s disagreement has been to refuse to
accept that this supplementary trace is written or linquistic.
For Lyotard, writing 1is par excellence the reduction of
difference to opposition, the flattening of space into an
abstracted system of recognizable opposition between units
which owe their differential value to opposition rather than
motivation.*** Although Lyotard’s corrective to the rule of
linguistic analogy emerges more from a definition of it at
odds with the figural than from a detailed tracing of the
writing-effect in the history of western discourse, it is
useful as a reminder that there is a figural force at work in
language which might best be explored spatially as textually,
through phenomenology rather than semiology, and in the
theatre event, this is the domain of action.

142 1votard defines ’‘the bar’ as a space of slowing down on
the 1libidinal band which allows the drives/pulsions and
intensities of the 1libido to be arrested and given a
designation and signification. It is through procedures of
exclusion (notably negation and exteriorization) that the
bar gives birth to the conceptual process, twisting the band
into what Lyotard calls the theatrical ’‘volume’.

See Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Libidinal Economy,_;ransl.
Iain Hamilton Grant (London: Athlone Press, 1993) 11X.

143 Readings 41.

144 Jean-Francois Lyotard, "The Dream-Work Does Not Think,"

The Lyotard Reader, ed. Andrew Benjamin (Oxford, UK. and
cambridge, MA.: Blackwell, 1989): 27.
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—— Synesthetic Effects of Action in the Theatre Event —-

Perhaps the most significant insight to be gained from
a deconstruction of the metaphysics of mimesis is that the
representational excess born of the theatre event occurs
through action. In order to best understand how action works
as representational excess, a dramaturgical analysis which
fully addresses action and its effects in live performance is
essential. Eugenio Barba has made a considerable study of the
various levels of conscious and unconscious energy generated
in live performance. His work has been developed using styles
of acting from around the world, and offers significant
insight into how action and performer-energy can have
synesthetic effects upon the spectator. Synesthesia refers to
a sensation felt in one part of the body when another part is
stimulated. Barba refers to ’synesthesia’ in live performance
as
those levels of communication between actors and
audience which defy signification: the way in which
an actor’s body tension affects the audience; the
’feel’ of a particular scene; or the actor’s longed-
for declaration, ’‘It’s a good house tonight’, by

which s/he means there is a special sense of
communion between the performers and their audience.

The synesthetic 1level of communication depends

little upon the actor’s score, which is the world of

the role or the represented other. This is the

semiotic wuniverse. The synesthetic is rooted

squarely in the actor’s realm, in how s/he does what

s/he does.“?
The theatre event emerges when communication between the
actors and spectators defies signification; moving, as Barba
suggests, to a level of contact beyond the realm of semiotics.
Performativity of response on the part of the spectators
occurs through their encounter with the effects generated by
synesthetics in a performance text. An understanding of the
dramaturgy of the theatre event, then, becomes a process of

examining how the effects of synesthetic action are tangible

145 pFugenio Barba, "The Fiction of Duality," New Theatre
Quarterly, Volume V, Number 20 (November 1989): 312.
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in the perception of the spectators. It is the corporeality of
these effects which gives the spectators’ an experience of
material specificity; the pragmatic quality of which renders
partial the abstract analysis of semiotics.*

The tangible impact upon the spectators’ perception
brought about by the synesthetic effects of action are best
examined through a dramaturgical analysis which fully comes to
terms with action. To this end, it will be helpful to adopt
another of Barba’s approaches to theatre practice =-- his
particular development of ‘dramaturgy’. Barba likens
dramaturgy to an analysis of actions at work. He explains:

The word text, before referring to a written or
spoken, - printed or manuscripted text, meant ‘a

weaving together’. In this sense, there is no
performance which does not have ‘text’.

That which concerns the text (the weave) of the
performance can be defined as ’‘dramaturgy’, that is
drama-ergon, the ’work of the actions’ in the
performance.**’
Dramaturgical analysis of the theatre event, then, becomes an
account of how actions ‘work’, through the performance text,
between performers and spectators.
Barba’s concept of dramaturgy illuminates two
processes crucial to the understanding of how actions work in
the theatre event. First, the weave of actions which makes up

the performance text opens up associative links between each

¢ In semiotics, it is always important to be able to
discover a kind of equivalence between ostensibly different
signs; this is, in fact, the principle of decoding or
translating itself. But as Adorno and Horkheimer have
indicated, it is bourgeois society which is ruled by such
equivalence, making dissimilar entities comparable by
reducing them to abstract qualities. Docherty 1links the
abstraction of semiotics with the Enlightenment project,
demonstrating that the former is the heir to the latter in
that its philosophy of identity negates material and
historical reality in the interests of constructing a
recognisable subject of consciousness as a self-identical

entity. See Docherty 9.

147 Bugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese, The Secret Art of the
Performer, ed. Richard Gough, transl. Richard Fowler (London
and New York: Routledge, 1991) 68.
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action (as signifier), its (signified) meaning, and those of
other actions and their meanings; these associative openings
offer a plurality of readings for the spectator;
problematizing the reduction of their associative ’‘weave’ to
a linear concept of meaning. The arbitrary associations here
are the focus of semiotic analysis, the examination of
equivalence between various signs. To this, however, is added
the synesthetic effect of these signs -- because they are
actions. .

Second, as the synesthetic effect of each action in
the ‘weave’ corporeally involves the spectators, what the
performance text ’‘does’ to the spectators becomes increasingly
important. The co-presence of these two processes in the
performance text facilitates meaning at a further conceptual
level because the epistemological condition of the first is
‘woven’ into the ontological condition of the second. Where
epistemology encounters ontology in spectatorship, and meaning
becomes more a concern of what effect a text has upon the
spectator, the process of making meaning becomes more a
practice -- an action in itself -- on the part of the
spectator. As was suggested above in the examination of
spectatorship, this is an action of judging{

The relation between the realm of language and the
realm of -being is where the theatre event negotiates a gap in
semiotics, which is found in the arbitrariness between the
signifier and the signified. By inserting the synesthetic
activity of a ’‘real historical’ spectator between a text and
its epistemological content, there is an attempt to circumvent
the threatened split between, on the one hand, the structure
of consciousness (i.e. the conceptual forms in which a
consciousness appropriates the world for meaning) and, on the
other, history (the material content of a text which may
disturb such formal semiotic structures). This ontological
condition of ephemerality is what the theatre event shares
with the performative speech act. Describing the resistance to
reproduction in performance, Phelan has said:

Being an individual and historical act, a
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performative utterance cannot be repeated. Each
reproduction is a new act performed by someone who
1s qualified. Otherwise, the reproduction of the
performative utterance by someone else necessarily
transforms it into a constative utterance.!¢

The distinction between performative and constative utterances
was proposed by J. L. Austin in How To Do Things With Words.
Austin argued that speech had both a constative element
(describing things in the world) and a performative element
(to say something is to do or make something, e.g. "I
promise," "I bet," "I beg"). Performative speech acts refer
only to themselves, they enact the activity the speech
signifies. The theatre event’s challenge to the spectator is
that his or her experience of the event will become a
performative utterance, rather than a constative utterance.
The challenge to dramaturgy and spectatorship offered
by the work of the theatre companies examined in the next
three chapters 1is to embrace the event of knowing in the
theatre practices they cultivate with the performative
involvement of their audiences. This chapter has attempted to
act as a point of focus whereby the various cultural
formations and debates explored in the previous chapter may
inform the dramaturgical analysis in the three chapters to
follow. Having established an outline of the theatre event,
its relationship to postmodernism, its demands upon the
spectator, and the representational excess of its dramaturgy,
the analysis to follow will offer specific examples of how the

theatre event is created in practice.

142 phelan 149.
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CHAPTER THREE

Dv8 PHYSICAL THEATRE

Risking Confrontation with the Other:
Body, Gaze, and ’Ex-stasis’

There are people in the dance world who believe
audiences need to be educated about dance. I feel
exactly the opposite. Most dance people need to be
educated in the ways of normal living and learn what
body movements mean to other people, both
consciously and subconsciously. When the average
person on the street watches a dance performance in
which women fling their legs wide open, for the
dancer it’s just a technical event, but for the
person watching it, it can have immense emotional,
sexual and psychological implications. We shouldn’t
deny this -- nor should we pander to their values
alone: art is about challenging. However, we should
be aware of the divide and understand what we do and
what that difference in perception means.?*®

DV8 Physical Theatre makes use of the performer’s body
to pose questions concerning the objectification of the self
in a reality now entirely made up by representations. In
showing the relationship between the self and what it is to
be, DV8’s performance exposes a constant Other within the
Being of identity; this represents a certain loss, a death of
ignorance in Being, which is the cost of knowing one’s
identity. Confrontation with this Other is an act of openness
to the sensations and perceptions which bring about such
knowledge in the performers and spectators of the theatre
event.

The relationship between the performers and spectators
begins in the psyche of the performers, and through an
’inscription’ of their psychical energy in the performance
text, a potential for this energy’s transfer to the spectators
is created. This transfer depends upon the openness of the
spectators to the effects of this psychical energy; thus, the
following analysis depends upon an operative understanding of

the word ’‘potential’. In terms of energy, potential means

145 7]oyd Newson, "Dance about something," Enter Achilles
performance Programme (London: ARTSADMIN Project, 1995).
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‘potent’ and ‘powerful’. In quantum theory since Heisenberg,
it "introduces something standing in the middle between the
idea of an event and the actual event, a strange kind of
physical reality just in the middle between possibility and
reality."** David George and Richard Schechner, among other
theorists, assert that the theatre is just such a liminal
realm, and thereby well suited to the energies of an unstable,
relational experience of discovery for both performers and
spectators. In the suspension between the idea and the
actuality of theatre, potential also entails the risk to
change; to lose the idea of self in search of alterity, the
Other. While the performer’s role in this realm between
imaginative possibility and reality has received considerable
dramaturgical attention, the dramaturgical strategies at work
in DV8’s physical theatre demand that this analysis be
extended to the spectators, to how they may share in the risk
and challenge of the search for identity proposed by the work.
Risk is seen to occur as spectators confront their potential
to (re)consider®™ subjectivity and the Real,* in their

%0 werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy (London, 1959)
42, quoted in David E.R. George, "Quantum Theatre --
Potential Theatre: a New Paradigm?", New Theatre Quarterly,
Volume V, No. 18 (May 1989): 178.

131 gimilar to its use in Chapter Three, the term
'(re)consider’ is used here to mark the implicitly
processual nature of ’considering’. In terms of
subjectivity, performative spectatorship initiates the
process of (re)considering in the subject-as-spectator.

152 Phroughout this chapter, the Lacanian Real shall be
distinguished from other versions of the real by use of the
upper-case R. According to Slavoj Zizek, the Lacanian Real
is impossible to define exhaustively, as he explains:

The Real is therefore simultaneously both
the hard, impenetrable Kkernel resisting
symbolization and a pure chimerical entity
which has in itself no ontological
consistency...[Tlhe Real is the rock upon
which every attempt at symbolization
stumbles, the hard core which remains the
same in all possible worlds (symbolic
universes); but at the same time its status
is thoroughly precarious; it is something
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experience of theatre. For Sergei Eisenstein, this is a
process which he has called ex-stasis or, "to go out of
oneself." He says:

It is not the actor who must enter ecstasy, but the

spectqtor who must ‘go out of himself’, who must,

tl:mat is, transqend the limits of the direct and

literal perception of what the actor is doing in

order ’‘to see’ behind the screen of the obvious and

the known.?**?
If the body is the medium by which psychical energy is
generated by the performers in physical theatre, the gaze of
the spectators is the medium by which this energy is
transferred. This energy has . the potential to empower the
process of ex-stasis, and therefore risk on the part of the
spectators to think beyond that which is known, and to
confront that which is Other within Being.

DV8’s dramaturgical strategies create the psychical
energy potential for ex-stasis in the spectators. When this
transmission of energy from the performers’ bodies connects
with the gaze of the spectators, the performer’s body is said
to be dilated. A performer’s body can be ’dilated’ in more
than one respect, as Eugenio Barba explains,

It is a dilated body, not only because it dilates
its energies, but because it dilates the spectator’s
synesthetic perception, composing a new architecture

of muscular tones which do not respect the economy
and functionality of daily behaviour.***

As was discussed in Chapter Two, it is the synesthesia of the

that persists only as failed, missed, in a
shadow, and dissolves itself as soon as we
try to grasp it in its positive nature.

(Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, 169)

An excellent discussion of the Lacanian Real can be found

in Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London and
New York: Verso, 1989) 153-200. Also see QOctober 58:

"Rendering the Real A Special Issue," guest editor Parveen
Adams (Fall 1991).

153 gergei Eisenstein quoted in Eugenio Barba and Nicola
Savarese, The Secret Art of the Performer, ed. Richard
Gough, transl. Richard Fowler (London and New York:

Routledge) 58.

Fiction of Duality", New Theatre
20 (November 1989): 312.
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performers’ dilated bodies which defies signification. While
"synesthetic’ perception of the performers’ bodies is
significant to a semiotic analysis of the spectators’
experience of performance, the effects these dilated bodies
have on the spectators’ psyche cannot be fully accounted for
by semiotics. The spectators’ synesthetic perception is the
result of the successful transmission of potential psychical
energy, from the performers’ bodies through the gaze of
spectators, where it may effect the psyche. In the previous
chapter the effects of such perception, created in the
performance text, were seen to generate potential for a
performative response from the spectators, establishing what
was called the ‘theatre event’. In order to understand how
DV8’s dramaturgical strategies create a theatre event,
examination must be made of how the spectators’ gaze on the
performers’ bodies becomes synesthetic perception of dilated
bodies.

Given that this dilation is in part due to the
spectators’ perception, the present analysis will begin with
- Jacques Lacan’s insistence that perception is not just an
issue of vision, but an issue of desire.®*® The desiring gaze
of Lacanian psychoanalysis offers an understanding of how the
transfer of psychic energy is stimulated in the spectators;
thus providing an initial framework of synesthetic perception
in the theatre event. Once the spectators become psychically
engaged, however, it is the further effects of dramaturgical
strategies in DV8’s physical theatre which subvert this
engagement. The spectators’ desiring gaze is used for deeper
psychical impact when confronted with the lack of Being as
full presence promised by the performers’ bodies. As their
desiring gaze becomes de-centred or detached by the effects of
dramaturgy, the supplemental role played by the spectators’
.gaze in creating the illusion of presence in the performers’
bodies is recognized, and thus their identity in relation to

155 parveen Adams, The Emptiness of the Image (London and New
York: Routledge, 1996) 111.
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the Other may be confronted. !s¢ In exploring the
representational 1limit of images made by sexually and
politically encoded bodies, DV8 demonstrates the capacity of
this imagery to frame the lack of Being in the performers’
dilated bodies. DV8’s physical theatre confronts its
spectators by challenging their habits of visual reception,
their desire for the pleasure of resemblance and repetition in
the image of the body; producing both psychic assurance and
political fetishization of identity. In the psychical
experience of the spectators, this amounts to a confrontation
with such representation, and a critique of that which
reproduces the Other as the Same.%’

—— The Other within Being of Identity --

DV8’s dramaturgical strategies facilitate the
spectators’ confrontation with the Other in two stages. First,
there is the establishment of the spectators’ psychical
investment in the imagery of the performers’ dilated bodies.
This is a function of the spectators’ desire for both psychic
assurance and their fetishization of a body ‘language’ which
gives them libidinal pleasure, and an understanding of what
the body represents. Second, dramaturgical strategies disrupt
this imagery and its psychic and representational assurances

%6 Assessing the role of the spectator in the theatre event
here is essentially an analysis of the status of the subject
in relation to the Other in the process of subjectivization.
Zizek illuminates this process when he says,

perhaps the role of the subject [re:
spectator] may be the answer, the answer of
the Real to the question asked by the big
Other, the symbolic order. It is not the
subject which is asking the question; the
subject is the void of the impossibility of
answering the question of the Other.

See Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 178.

157 when representation produces an experience of pleasure
in the spectator, generated through resemblance and
repetition, it is said to be reproducing the Other as the

Same. See Chapter Two.
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for the spectator. This occurs in the way Lacan envisioned it,
the desiring gaze of spectators fails to secure the psychical
fulfilment of what this body represents, but it also occurs at
the 1limits of Lacan’s regime of representation.!®® Parveen
Adams characterizes this regime by the way "it ties together
[the spectators’] wish to see and what is presented,
[creating] a unity of the scopic field and the spectator. '"**®
When the spectators’ gaze becomes "detached from this scene",
a gap of indeterminate perception is opened up. This gap is
what initiates synesthetic perception on the part of the
spectators; as will be explored below, such perception is the
basis of a performative response from the spectators.
According to Lacan, identity allows a Being to remain
the same, eternally identical to itself and different from
others. The knowledge gained from the process of negation or
‘negativity’, however, means that an identical Being can
overcome its identity with itself and become other than it is,
even its own opposite. Identity and negativity do not exist in
isolation, in the ontological totality of the Subject they are
complementary aspects of a single Being.'®*® In the act of
negating the given, negativity is the negation of identity,
and thus, as Madan Sarup explains, "[h]uman beings are truly
free or really human only in and by effective negation of the
given real. Negativity, then, 1is nothing other than human
freedom."*** This is unquestionably a process of freedom for

8 Tt is important to note that the Lacaniaq freg%me of
representation’ cited here is from Lacan’s writing in the
1950s. It is cited in this instance through the work of
Adams and below by Reid Gilbert, but in the examinatlon of
Enter Achilles to follow, a vastly diffe;ept Lacanlan
perspective on representation (from his writings 1in the
1970s) will be supported by writings of Peggy Phelan and

Zizek among others.

152 Adams 114.

160 Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post-Structuralism
and Postmodernism, 2nd edn. (London, New York and Toronto:
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) 19.

62 garup 19.



79

the performers, who undergo a similar development in the
creation of a role;** for the spectators it may be realized
in (re)consideration of identity through their performative
involvement in the making of the theatre event. In an act of
overcoming the desiring gaze of the given, to envisage what
does not (yet) exist, the spectator may confront the ’‘Other
within Being’ of identity. Peggy Phelan describes the process
in the following way:

Identity cannot, then, reside in the name you can

say or.the body you can see... Identity emerges in

the fal}ure of the body to express being fully and

the faillure of the signifier to convey meaning

exactly. Identity is perceptible only through a

relation to an other =-- which is to say, it is a
form of both resisting and claiming the other,

2 Eugenio Barba describes two such processes of
‘negativity’ in the performer’s development of a role or
character. The first, perpeteias, he defines as

leaps of thought...sometimes called
vicissitudes. A perpeteia is an
interweaving of events which causes an
action to develop in unexpected ways or to
conclude in a way which is opposite to how
it began.

Barba mentions that the ease with which we may identify such
leaps of.-thought in famous art is equally matched by our
difficulty in being open to such a process in our present
thinking. The second is entitled the negation principle. Of
this Barba says,

there is a rule which performers know well:
’begin an action in the direction opposite
to that to which the action will finally be
directed.’ The negation principle becomes an
formalistic void if its soul -- that is, its
organic quality or its force -- is lost.
Often in the theatrical and non-theatrical
use of trivial declamation, the negation
principle becomes... in fact, a dilated

action.

Barba goes on to synthesize the two processes in his

citation of Arthur Koestler’s The Sleepwalkers, i@entify%ng
that every creative act begins with its negation, which
prepares the way for the ’‘leap’ to its result.

See Barba and Savarese 56-58.
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declaring the boundary where the self diverges from

and meérges with the other. In that declaration of

identity and ldentification, there is always loss,

the loss of not-being the other ang yet remaining

dependent on that other for self-seeing, self-

being.?*s?
The spectators’ search for identity in the theatre event
brings about the risk of a confrontation with its negation,
which is the Other within Being. DV8 initiate the potential
risk of such confrontation in the spectators’ psychical
relationship with the performer -- as Other -- and thus a
mutual search for identity in the theatre event becomes a

process negotiated between performers and spectators.

—— Identity and the Theatre Event --

Identity in physical theatre is promised in the
pronounced visibility of the performer’s body, and is
therefore in jeopardy of the false visual and metaphysical
presence this promise entails. The process of discovering
identity in the theatre event, on the part of both performer
and spectator, is seen to be completed outside either party in
the role of the Other. There can be no plenitude to Being in
performance through the body since that plenitude is
psychically fissured by its reliance on something that is
exterior~” to 1it. Phelan reinforces the necessity for
dramaturgical analysis to consider this gap between the
psychical and physical aspects of the spectators’ perception
of the performers’ bodies when she compares such analysis to
the failure in physics to secure an empirical understanding of
quantum reality. The measurement of the quantum’s action in
time and space cannot be securely repeated within the logic of
empirical representation.'** For Phelan, performance occurs
in the suspension between the ‘real’ physical matter of ’‘the

.performing body’ and the psychic effect upon the spectator of

63 peggy Phelan, Unmarked (London and New York: Routledge,
1993) 13.

14 phelan 167.
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what it is to experience this em-bodiment. She says:

Like a rackety bridge swaying under too much weight
performance keeps one anchor on the side of the corporeai
(the body Real) and one on the side of the psychic Real.
Performance boldly and pPrecariously declares that Being
1s performed (and made temporarily visible) in that

suspended in-between.?®

If Phelan’s ‘rackety bridge’ is the live event of performance
negotiated by both the performers and spectators, then in the
risk of venturing out on to this bridge the image of potential
again emerges. The challenge to the present dramaturgical
analysis of DV8’s physical theatre is to take account from
both sides of the bridge’s suspension between the psyche and
the body, the idea and reality of the theatre event. In the
suspension between ‘the body Real’ and the ’psychic Real’ of
identity, spectators and performers meet in the risk of
confronting the Other.

—— DV8’s Dilated Bodies and Male Identity --

The two productions examined in this chapter deal with
men. Analysis of how the performers’ bodies initiate the
spectators’ desiring gaze will ultimately focus upon how this
process illuminates male identity. Examination will be made of
the company’s most renowned live -- and video -- production,
Dead Dreéms of Monochrome Men (1988), and one of their most
recent works, Enter Achilles (1995). On the surface, the two
works appear to investigate contrasting aspects of male
identity: the first explores homosexual male behaviour, the
second, heterosexual. The former explores the life of Dennis
Nilsen, the notorious serial killer, and the gay male urban
world he terrorized; while the latter is a glimpse ‘of the lad
next door’ -- albeit in his darkest, most aggressive moments
of insecurity. While the one production draws from the extreme
example of a mass murderer, the other is a study of the
everyday. Despite these divergent qualities, it is Artistic
Director, Lloyd Newson’s insight into male identity in both

165 phelan 167.
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which makes their effect on the spectator similar. The two
works merge in their presentation of violence in the male
psyche which arises from a fear of vulnerability and truly
intimate contact between men. As the dramaturgy of each piece
resists a direct narration or illustration of this violence,
working instead through the performers’ dilated bodies, the
spectators experience a sensation of this violence as it
affects their psyche.

A theatre event is created as DV8 explore the violence
of male identity in such a way that the spectators must
confront a violence of sensation rather than a sensation of
violence. Instead of <creating theatre which .is a
representation of the lamentable violence of men in our age,
DV8’s dramaturgy explores violence which, as Adams suggests,
"concerns a certain experience of the body and something to do
with the horror of a too close presence."S In both
productions examined, the spectators achieve psychical
'proximity’ to violent sensations through their desiring gaze
of the performers’ dilated bodies. The eventual subversion of
this gaze occurs through dramaturgical strategies which
present glimpses of the performers’ personal struggle
anamorphically with the violence of the performance’s content.
In this ‘anamorphic’ moment for the spectator, ’seeing’ and
’the gaze with which they are attracted’ are different. The
spectators’ gaze and the performers’ bodies have become
'detached’ in action which collapses the spectators’ desiring
distance. As will be demonstrated in detail below,
anamorphosis subverts the certainties which are induced by the
illusionistic space of theatrical representation; especially
the logos which grounds the spectators’ relationship to this
space, or the order of meaning which lends it a transcendent
conception of truth.**’ ’Anamorphosis’ subverts the

%¢ Adams 118.

167 pollowing Jacques Derrida, Philip Auslander makes the
point that the purpose of signification in the theatre
should be that it produces its own significance; there 1s
no transcendent logos, no order of meaning which grounds the
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theatrical-representational apparatus because it exposes the
figural quality**® -- in the desiring gaze -- by which this
representational space operates, yet cannot be accounted for
within its workings. As Adams explains:

At issue, in an analogic or anamorphic form, is the

effort to point once again to the fact that what we

seek 1in the illusion is something in which the

illusion as such in some way transcends itself,

destroys itself, by demonstrating that it is only

there as signifier.?*®
Newson’s dramaturgical strategies disrupt the visual and
metaphysical certainties which are induced by the
illusionistic space of the theatrical-representational
apparatus; thereby the performers’ bodies do not signify a
presence which transcends interaction with the spectators.
Rather than offering a seductive conception of male identity
in the dialated bodies of his performers, Newson creates an
event where the search for insight of identity is risked
between performers and spectators.

Newson’s innovative approach to content in physical
theatre is often associated with the pioneering developments
of Pina Bausch’s Wuppertal Tanztheater in the early 1970s.
Newson follows Bausch in his attempt to invest the content of

activity of signification, no presence behind the sign
lending it authority. He notes that, on the contrary,
performance theorists often treat acting as philosoppers
treat language -- as a transparent medium which provides
access to truth, logos or a grounding concept which
functions as a definable meaning within a particular
production. He identifies the following grounding concepts:
the playwright’s vision, the director’s concept, and the
actor’s self.

See Auslander, "’Just Be Your Self’," Acting (Re)Considered,
ed. Phillip B. Zarrilli (London and New York: Routledge,

1995) 59-68. See Chapter Two.

168 Jean-Francois Lyotard uses the term figural to describe
the disruptions and distortions to the ordered _

representations of consciousness like those upon which the
theatrical-representational apparatus is based. See Chapters

One and Two.

162 Adams 112.
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dance with the personal and political concerns of the
performer. The content of both practitioners’ work offers a
deconstruction of social patterns, cultural codes and gender
stereo-typing.' Newson’s aim to ‘'reinvest dance with
meaning” has meant that concerns of content are adeptly merged
with those of form; thus physical risk in performance becomes
the embodiment of the performer’s personal risk with content.
Meaning is "communicated as effectively through gesture and
image as through the spoken word."*’* This axiomatic 1link
between image, action, and word is important to an analysis of
DV8’s dramaturgy because the performer’s body is the site of
the signifier. Indeed, as Susan Melrose reminds us,
the body is marked by a flux of many signifiers,
assembled, energized and mediated by the mise en
scéne, and, both in anticipation and in turn, by the
spectating presence and function.?’?
In order to address the several associative elements
communicated through the performers’ bodies, and the
spectators’ ‘function’ in reception of these, the present use
of Lacan’s theory of perception in the desiring gaze of the
spectator will need modification.

Judith Butler shares Phelan’s analysis of the
emptiness of the body’s image, and takes up the difficulty
this poses for gender identity, when she says, |

the body is not a 'being’ but a variable boundary,
a surface whose permeability is ©politically
regulated (representationally regulated -- to appear

and disappear), a signifying practice within a
cultural field of gender hierarchy and compulsory

170 gee Johannes Odenthal, "Tendencies in European Dance",
Performance Research, Volume 1, No. 1 (Spring 1996): 108-
110; Fiona Buckland, "Towards a Language of the Stage: the

Work of DV8 Physical Theatre", New Theatre Quarterly, Volume
XI, No. 44 (November 1995): 371-380.

171 1]oyd Newson, DV8 Physical Theatre, Promotional Booklet
(London: ARTSADMIN Project, 1993).

172 gysan Melrose, A Semiotics of the Dramatic Text (London:
MacMillan Press, 1994) 156.
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heterosexuality.'”

The ontological emptiness of the body’s image plays an
important part in the present analysis because it is a
reminder that the search for identity exists at the limit of
imagery; the subject searches for identity in continual
relationality with others, using various signifying practices
and the variable boundaries the body offers. According to
Roland Barthes, at the limit of the image, the lure of seeing
opens up a conceptual pathway to the synesthesia of bodily
experience for the spectator. For Barthes, sight itself has a
‘reach’ which includes a much wider range of somatic
experience:

As signifying site, the gaze provokes a synesthesia,

an in-division of (physiological) meanings which

share their impressions, so that we can attribute to

one, poetically, what happens to another...hence,

all the senses can ‘gaze’ and, conversely, the gaze

can smell, listen, grope, etc. Goethe: ‘The hands

want to see, the eyes want to caress.’*”
At the limit of imagery, the bodies of the performers open up
the sensual terrain for identity’s complex bodywork. In order
to understand how dramaturgy engages with the sensory
potential between performers and spectators, the exploration
of identity in the theatre event must be addressed as a ’felt’
experience. The question of whether or not it is ever possible
for a heterosexual to know -- in his/her body -- what it feels
like to be homosexual in a homophobic culture is significant
to spectatorship of DV8’s Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men.

173 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the
subversion of Identity (London and New York: Routledge,

1990) 139.

174 Roland Barthes, The Responsibility of Forms, transl. R.
Howard (London and Cambridge, MA.: Blackwell, 1986) 239.
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Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men

-— Dead Bodies and Homosexual Male Identity --

Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men was commissioned by
Third Eye, Glasgow, and first performed there in October 5,
1988. It later transferred to the ICa, London, as part of
Dance Umbrella in November of that year. The work is based on
the life of the allegedly homosexual serial killer, Dennis
Nilsen, who was convicted of killing and dismembering the
bodies of 15 men whom he 1lured back to his flats in

Cricklewood and Muswell Hill. Lloyd Newson was inspired to
Ccreate the work by the account of Nilsen and the murders given
in Brian Masters’s book, Killing for Company. When the work
was subsequently filmed and broadcast for London Weekend
Television’s South Bank Show, its presentation of sex, death,
and the dark forces which led Nilsen to blend the two, made
front-page tabloid news. '

Ironically, Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men was an
attempt to explore the isolating phenomena of homophobia
engendered by that same popular media, both in the sensational
accounts of the Nilsen murders and the rampant AIDS paranoia,
which was at its height in newspapers at this time. Critic
Keith Watson has said,

Dead Dreams served both as an epitaph for a clubland

lifestyle past its sell-by-date and a forceful plea

for humanity in a dehumanising world. At 1its core

lay the conviction that societal homophobia, which

intimidates same sex lovers from sharing.a kiss in

the street, repressing spontaneous feeling -- 1s

bound to result in tragic consequences. The name

just happened to be Dennis Nilsen.'”®
For Newson the process of making Dead Dreams seems to be a
declaration of identity in the face of a homophobic society.
Newson’s work has received much attention for its aesthetic
‘and political daring, but what has received significantly less

attention is the psychoanalytic quality of DV8’‘s physical

17 xeith Watson, "Dance & The Body Politic,™ DV8 Ph §i031
Theatre, Promotional Booklet (London: ARTSADMIN Project,

1992).
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theatre; the level at which Newson’s innovation has its most
profound effect upon the spectator. Newson both directs and
performs in Dead Dreams, and his exploration of the psyche of
Dennis Nilsen is fundamental to his declaration of identity in
this work. For Newson, Nilsen is both the Other and the objet
petit a. Nilsen is the Other represented in Newson’s
devising, direction, and choreography of the performance’s
body-language, the site of the signifier in physical theatre.
Newson’s attempt to explore Nilsen -- as Other -- through
physical theatre is a process of constituting subjectivity, of
defining identity. While Newson’s attempt at embodiment of
Nilsen in the ‘Symbolic order’ of a physical theatre
production explores identity -- in a ‘Know thyself’ sense --
it is crucial for an understanding of Newson’s dramaturgy that

*’¢ Lacan distinguishes between the Other (Autre) with a
capital ‘O’ and the other with a small ‘o’. The notion of
the Other/other (objet petit a) takes on many different
significations in Lacan’s texts. The most important usages
of the Other are those in which the oOther represents
language, the site of the signifier, the Symbolic Order or
any third party in a triangular structure. In other words,
the Other is the locus of the constitution of the subject
or the significational structure that produces the subject.
In another formulation, however, the Other is the
differential structure of 1language and of the social
relations that constitute the subject in the first place and
in which it (the subject) must take up its place.

It is the entry into the Symbolic Order that opens up
the unconscious, and this means that it is the primary
repression of the desire for symbiotic unity with the mother
that creates the unconscious. That is, the unconscious
emerges as the result of the repression of desire. In one
sense the unconscious is desire. Lacan’s famous statement
’the unconscious is structured like a language’ contains an
important insight into the nature of desire. For Lacan,
desire ’‘behaves’ in precisely the same way as languagg:.it
moves ceaselessly on from object to object or from signifier
to signifier, and will never find full and present
satisfaction Jjust as meaning can never be seized as full
presence. Lacan calls the various objects we invest With our
desire (in the symbolic order) objet a (’objet petit a’ --
’a’ here standing for the other (autre) with a small ‘a’).
There can be no final satisfaction of our desire since there
is no final signifier or object that can be that which has
been lost forever (the imaginary harmony with the mother and

the world).
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this embodiment of the Other happens throughAthe alterity of
Nilsen -- in an ’‘Acknowledge the unknowability of the Other’
sense.” In this respect, the desire to know what can never
fully be known about Nilsen makes him the objet a.

Nilsen’s identity, that of a killer of homosexual men,
is seemingly pure alterity for the cast of Dead D eams, who
are all gay men. The performers’ exploration of Nilsen as
Other through their bodies in physical theatre becomes a
process of exploring the Other within Being; and here the
Other of Lacan’s ’‘Symbolic order’ collapses into the other of
the objet a. Furthermore, Nilsen is the objet a because he is
the object of the performers’ inquiry in the creation of this
theatre piece, and he can never be satisfactorily known. For
homosexual men this search for identity through the risk of
exploring the negativity of Nilsen becomes a process of
freedom through confrontation with alterity. Such risk is the
antithesis of the popular media’s depiction of the gay
community as victims, and the reinforcement of homophobia
which their treatment of Nilsen’s actions engendered at the
time.

Newson creates theatre only when he feels there is a
need to address a certain issue. He assembles different
performers for every production, chosen according to their
skills and =-- equally important -- ideas about the given
issue. His process of developing Dead Dreams, as with most of
his work, involved a lot of improvisation around emerging
themes. Performer, Russell Maliphant describes one such
improvisation:

We did a lot of improvisation with ‘dead’ bodies,
like, "You can do whatever you want with this

'corpse’ of another dancer for forty minutes" and
then we’d discuss what worked and what didn’t.*™

A significant part of the devising process used for Dead

177 gee Thomas Docherty, "Postmodernism: An Introduction",
Postmodernism -- A Reader, ed. Docherty (London: Harvester

Wheatsheaf, 1993) 17.

172 guckland: 373.
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Dreams involved each performer’s personal response to the
issues explored in the work. Newson wanted to create an
environment where self-revelation accompanied improvisation.
He works only with performers prepared to reveal themselves in
the rehearsal process; to the point where there is a direct
connection between what they think and feel about these issues
and what they show in performance. Newson comments:

we felt angry, we showed anger immediately. And it

got to a point where we burned ourselves out with

that directness. We were always very much ourselves,

what you saw on stage was always exactly who we

were.'”?
Newson had set up a process where the performance became a
parallel 1life for the performers. The emotional and
psychological risk reached a near intolerable level: "we were
all learning things about ourselves and each other that you
don’t usually have to face up to."®

The intensity of commitment demonstrated by DV8’s

performers in devising and performing Dead Dreams is testimony
to their psychological risk in exploring the work’s content.
Concerning the potential transfer of this risk to the
spectators, the process begins with the psychical energy
transfer of the spectators’ desiring gaze. The spectators’
desire for the objet a can be examined on two fronts, first,
there is the lure to know more about Nilsen; second, there is
the libidinal lure of the performers’ dilated bodies. Newson’s
dramaturgy establishes both channels of desire only to disrupt
each through action which juxtaposes desired objects; the
result creates an anamorphic distortion in the spectators’
perception of each. Anamorphosis in the spectators’ perception
brings about the synesthetic effect of the ’‘weave’ and ’‘work’
of actions in dramaturgy, described in Chapter Two. The
creation of anamorphosis in the dramaturgy of Dead Dreams will

172 Nadine Meisner, "Strange Fish," Dance and Dancers (Summer
1992): 12. .

10 Keith Watson, "Searching For An Emotional Rescue,"

Hamstead and Highgate Express (28 October 1988): 101.
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receive further exploration below, after the two éhannels of
desire have been established.

Concerning the first channel of desire, not unlike the
performers, for the spectators Nilsen has the psychic lure of
the objet a; if only because his extreme behaviour is a
mystery, they look to the performance to understand. Barthes
postulates the spectators’ desiring gaze upon the objet a in
terms of scientific inquiry when he says:

Science interprets the gaze in three (combinable)
ways: in terms of information (the gaze informs), in
terms of relation (gazes are exchanged), in terms of
possession (by the gaze, I touch, I attain, I seize,
I am seized): three functions: optical, linguistic,
haptic. But always the gaze seeks: something,
someone. It is an anxious sign: singular dynamics
for a sign: its power overflows it.®*
The ‘haptic’ function of the gaze is useful here because it
accurately describes the impulse of the spectators’ desire to
’touch’ and to ‘attain’ an understanding of the identity of
Nilsen.

The second channel of desire is a consideration of
that which 1lures the spectators’ gaze to the performers’
bodies. Reid Gilbert’s use of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory
as it relates to gender and the male body in theatre will be
helpful in demonstrating how Newson establishes -- then
problemaEiZes -- this desire for the spectators.'®® Gilbert’s

18l parthes 237.

22 gjlbert is critical of a few celebrated examples of North
American gay male theatre for the way in which .they
perpetuate a collective desire for images of the 1ideal
‘masculine body. Focusing on plays which feature gay mgle
protagonists, Gilbert’s concern is with how theilr bodies
become a composite of desire and self-mutilgtloq; "texts
upon which a culturally induced masculinity is written."

See Reid Gilbert, "’/That’s Why I Go to the Gym’: Sexual
Identity and the Body of the Male Performer," Theatre

Journal 46 (1994): 488.
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analysis demonstrates the importance of the body to gay male
identity, and how the spectators’ search for identity in the
theatre can be significantly influenced by the performers’
bodies. In considering how too often gay male theatre avoids
addressing the "constricting armour" it has created in the
image of the muscle-bound physique, he aptly demonstrates how
this kind of theatrical spectacle can lead to a dramaturgical
fixation on a single body-type designed to "achieve a vital
identity with a particular projection of a gendered object or
—-— more powerfully -- a sharing of that object."**® While
Newson’s dramaturgy has its foundation in the muscular, agile
bodies of his male performers, demonstrating a particular
‘projection of a gendered object’ for the spectators’
collective desire, he does so deliberately, and in Dead Dreams
his approach is a corrective to Gilbert’s complaint. As the
title suggests, Newson’s dramaturgy explores a kind of death
of masculinity defined by the two-dimensional fantasies and
bodies of ‘monochrome men’. Indeed, it is the juxtaposition of
psychical potential in the spectators’ desire to know about
Nilsen, and their perceptual lure to the performers’ bodies,
where Newson’s dramaturgy creates a crisis in the psyche about
death and sexuality in male identity. Gilbert’s analysis is
useful here, however, for its demonstration of how the
spectators’ desiring gaze becomes a dramaturgical element that
Newson puts to work.

In Gilbert’s examination of the spectators’ desiring
gaze of the performers’ bodies, he weaves together several
psychoanalytic theorists; some of whom also pursue a
theatrical paradigm in their analysis. He begins with The
Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book I: Freud’s Papers on Technique,
wherein Lacan suggests that at the centre of the unconscious
being is the je, devoid of form and object. Applied to
theatre, Gilbert suggests that the spectators and performers
‘alike seek a je through fantasy which finds a form as it is
projected onto a moi, a "fictive object for a fundamentally

183 gjlbert: 478.
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aobjectal desire."s* Essentially the moi amounts to the

projection of our own bodily image, and as Kaja Silverman sums
up the concept,

it is only ip the guise of the ego that the subject

can lay claim to a ‘presence’;[...] the mise-en-

scene of desire can only be staged [...] by drawing

upon the images through which the self is

constituted.?*s
The body of the performer, then, conveys identity by which the
inner subject seeks to objectify itself in order to behold
itself. The audience participates with the ego of the
performers, and through the various elements of the
performance (i.e.: the ’‘characters’, indeed, the ego of the
characters) achieve a sense of "being there," by becoming a
collective ego engaged in a representation, or a drean.
Participation in the collective dream of the performance fills
the void in each spectator’s je by substituting a sort of
collective nous (Gilbert’s term) which parallels the
character’s moi -- and 1is just as illusory.!®*® Herbert Blau
supports Gilbert’s assessment of the ’‘collective ego’ of an
audience engaged in theatrical representation, but suggests
that psychically this collectivity only represents one side of
theatre’s ritual: "The very nature of theatre reminds us
somehow of the original unity even as it implicates us in the
common eiperience of fracture."'®” Blau’s concern is with an
actor-spectator relationship as an enactment of rupture that
is still haunted by the ghost of this primal unity. In this
process, the body of the actor projects this object into
reality so that the spectators can also view "him" or "her."

This, then, further clarifies the distinction between

the two channels of potential psychical energy transfer in

84 Kaja Silverman, Male Subijectivity at the Margins (London
and New York: Routledge, 1992) 4.

185 gjlverman 5.

186 gilbert: 479.

187 Herbert Blau, The Audience (London and Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990) 10.



93

Dead Dreams. In the first, the psychic projection of the objet
a by the performers connects with the spectators’ haptic
desire to possess an understanding of the objet a, creating a
collectivity =-- a collective €go -- engaged in a
representation, a dream, of Dennis Nilsen. Gilbert’s
examination of gay male theatre pPlaces the performers’ bodies,
undistinguished from character, within this illusional space
of aobjectal desire from the spectators. By way of contrast,

Newson deliberately obscures characterization so that the
second channel of desire, that of the spectators’ potential
desire for the performers’ bodies, begins as a process of
je/moi but is problematized as the performers’ identities
emerge as a response to their exploration of Nilsen. As the
performers’ actions become a demonstration of a desire to
understand Nilsen, characterization gives way to a physical
theatre which directly addresses a deathly Other to the
libidinal bodies of these homosexual male performers.

The‘opening scene of Dead Dreams is a presentation of
four lonely men (Newson, Nigel Charnock, Russell Maliphant,
and Douglas Wright). They are four muscular male bodies as
anonymous as 14 of the 15 Nilsen victims, who were never
reported missing. The setting is an equally anonymous gay
dance club -- Nilsen’s hunting ground -- complete with
pounding music and pulsing lights. The stylization of Newson’s
choreography, rich in libidinal energy, is juxtaposed by the
stagnant, routine, and realistic club behaviour of the other
performers; their hard-man exterior is made all the more into
a kind of advertising imagery by the camera flash pulsation of
the 1lighting. Newson wants the audience to have a clear
picture of how the reality of this club culture is made up of
deadening, ‘monochrome’ representations. Here we have a
reality penetrated by a homophobic lack of intimacy, macho
masculine physicality, and a numbness of sight and sound. The
sensation is that of a battle ground, and it sets the tone for
a theatre event where chaos, instability, and eventually
catastrophe constitute reality itself.

The dance club sequence culminates 1in a surreal
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juxtaposing of three separate actions. The actions of the four
men up to this point have been a series of manoeuvres, through
gaze or physical contact, toward fulfilment of desire. It is
understood that in this environment, the body is the place of
cathexis, of 1libidinal investment, and therefore the body
exists only as a place of desire. The first action sequence
' begins with one man’s attempts to seduce another through
sexual contact and ends with him developing this contact
against a chalked outline of a male body on the wall. The
initial object/subject of his desire slips away unnoticed in
pursuit of the object of his libidinal investment, which has
been reciprocated, through a returned gaze. Their interaction
develops but not before we register a fourth man whose
uncomfortable movement builds to an enactment of a silent
scream. Two heterogeneous spaces of desire are established,
the first, a man’s desire for sexual intimacy with an Other (a
subject) is enacted with an other (object), the chalked
outline; the second, a man’s desire to scream in outrage
becomes a slow, silent collapse to the floor. The interaction
of the other two men constitutes the third space, situated
between the other two spaces. This interaction is a series of
gradually developed sequences of sexual dominance: first the
dominated man is caressed, then stripped to his underpants,
. then blindfolded. At the moment when he is physically most
vulnerable, the domineering man reverses roles placing the
near naked, blindfolded man’s foot on his face and curling
into a submissive foetal position under his foot.
Dramaturgical analysis of this sequence must take into
account that it begins with a relatively realistic portrayal
of a dance club. Newson’s use of actions and juxtaposed
imagery gradually'movés~from the ’factual’ to that which is
deeply suggestive; on a perceptual level, this 1is meant to
‘unlock areas of sensation in the spectators through a
'enactment’ of subconscious energies at work in the initial
mise en scéne. An understanding of the imagery of the male
body in this sequence is suggested by Gilbert’s approach to
the effect this ‘subconscious energy’ has on the spectators’
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perceptions. He notes that in contemporary media -- from
advertising to pornography -- the male body is often displayed
as an icon of sexual power. Like the four men depicted at the
dance club, "the body is read as desirable but in
control."**® This is the je of the heterosexual male dominant
ideology, and for spectators of theatre as well as other media
its moi is a powerful "collective make believe" which says
that "’exemplary’ male subjectivity cannot be thought apart
from [this] ideology."*® Newson’s mise en scéne of the dance
club shows how this violent, essentially homophobic, dominant
fiction about men permeates interaction between gay men. With
the creation of a gay club haunted by a dominant heterosexual
je, Newson establishes the environment in which Nilsen
thrived; where violence could feed on anonymity aﬁd fear, and
vulnerability is intolerable.

For the spectators, perception of juxtaposed realities
creates a ’‘decentring’ to their gaze. Indeed, as Melrose has
noted, this decentring is made all the more complex
considering the gaze between ‘characters’, which the
spectators then see, and this adds to the many psychical
layers in the perceptual field of the performance text. The
"[spectator’s] eye has no [single] fixed point on which to
rest, "' but can follow a range of different paths to obtain
its complex desiring. One way of 1looking at how the
juxtaposition of actions in the dance club sequence affects
the spectators’ gaze is to consider the way in which their
cumulative force undercuts the Lacanian regime of
representation. Adams reminds us that for the spectator this
regime can be described as that which "ties together my wish
to see and what is presented to me, a unity of the scopic
field and the spectator."'** When the juxtaposition of action

188 Gilbert: 482.
189 Gilbert: 483.
190 Melrose 165.

191 Adams 114.
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disrupts the image upon which the gaze is fixed, the gaze is
said to become detached and a decentring of the spectator’s
perspective occurs. For Adams this detachment of the gaze
produces an instance of anamorphosis, a "perceptual gap"
opening up between the spectators’ dgaze upon one action in
relation to other actions; which disrupts the spectators’ wish
to see.’ This occurs when the enactment of sexual dominance
examined above is seen in light of the full dance club mise en
scéne because the influence of ‘wholeness’ creates the
illusion of a heterosexual male moi which becomes 'castrated’
in the disruption of the two juxtaposed action sequences. This
castration is an eruption within our wish to see, within the
Lacanian scopic field.

The experience of anamorphosis in perception should
act as a ’shock’ of sensual enlightenment to the spectators’
habits of observation in the theatre. Adams describes this
effect in terms comparable to quantum theory when she says:

[it] is to discover that what we take as ‘reality’

is based upon a trick, a trick of 1light. One

experiences a momentary headiness, a sudden capacity

to think. In going beyond the signifier .the subject

gains a certain leeway.*®?
Indeed, in the video production, it is like a ’‘trick of light’
in which a man’s (Newson) attempts to seduce another
(Maliphaﬁt) become an elaborate sexual encounter with the
chalked outline of a male body on a wall. Newson is the tough-
looking sexual predator, the male body displayed as an icon of
sexual power who, in the flash of the light is shunned by
Maliphant, and ends up enacting this power against an outline.
The thematic demonstration of a ‘monochrome’ man here is
obvious, but the way in which this action is Jjuxtaposed with
the sequence of sexual domination, is more to the point: a
glimpse of the two-dimensional 1illusion that makes up

aggressive males’ sexual power, at root of the heterosexual

cultural moi.

192 Adams 111-112.

193 aAdams 112.
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Further subversion of the Lacanian scopic field, of
which the desiring gaze is a part, is also realized here
through a ’perceptual gap’ opened up by sensory confusion.
Considering the third action of the dance club mise en scene,
there is a juxtaposition of a man’s (Nigel Charnock) silent
scream with the action cited above. For the spectators this
action creates a moment of anamorphosis which specifically
relates to the senses; that is, a perceptual gap is created by
means of an indeterminate relation between hearing and seeing.
Commenting upon this effect in the paintings of Francis Bacon,
Adams says:

For while we use our eyes, we hear the [man] with
them. The scream effects what [Gilles] Deleuze calls
‘the confusion of the scene’. It is the heard scream
(which is nevertheless ‘seen’) which marks the
detachment of the gaze. It seems that one of the
features of the anamorphic moment is that the
confidence in how we sense is shaken and a
synesthetic mobility is introduced. Above all, the
day-to-day fluency of the world and our place in it
is radically overthrown.**
The juxtaposing of the three action sequences of the dance
club mise en scéne creates a kind of sensual excess beyond
‘the day-to-day fluency’ of images in which the world is
represented. The detachment of the spectators’ gaze
constitutes the performers’ bodies as objects of loss; a kind
of loss that is the very function of representation of the
dominant heterosexual je to deny. The dramaturgical strategies
at work in Dead Dreams create an ‘excess’ to the concept of
the Lacanian géze as the performers’ bodies create an
orientation to the spectators’ wandering gaze which disrupts
their desiring investment in the objet a of the performers’
bodies. Anamorphosis here opens up the gaze of the spectators
to a synesthesia of the senses 1in response to the

: 195 : :
indeterminate nature of the performers actions. It is in

12¢ Adams 115.

195 The effect of anamorphosis upon the spectators’ senses
is remarkably similar to what Barthes has referred.to as
"the halo" of perception; which takes the form of a kind of
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this complex of sensual relating, this openness to the Other
of the performers, that a spectator’s risk of confronting the
Other in Being of identity is brought about.

Newson devotes a series of scenes to the power
struggles inherent in the anonymous urban clubland where the
sensations of libidinal desire and violence merge. In one such
scene, Maliphant has remained in his underpants from the
earlier sequence, and so is exposed. Again a homosexual je is
created in the display of a male body as a sexual object; no
matter how muscular and well formed, the moi created is that
of doom and destruction. He performs a routine of purposeful
self-display; standing atop a chest of drawers, he slowly
moves through a sequence of poses reminiscent of a body
builder. Yet throughout this presentation of male muscularity,
an overwhelming sense of vulnerability lingers. His white ry-
front’ underpants and an upward gaze, suggesting an inability
to stare-down his spectators, combine to create an image of
innocence, and that of a ’victim’ in the given environment.
Moving out from this central image, Newson uses the mise en
scéne to create a kind of synesthetic visual field. The
spectators’ gaze upon Maliphant’s poses are disrupted by the

sensual excess or overflow of vision, and cannot be
accounted for by signification. Barthes attempts to advance
Lacan’s conception that the gaze is a product of the
observer’s desire for a solidity, mediated by fear of
entropy (or disorder in the Other). The power of the gaze
to spectatorship, then, is where it confronts indeterminacy
and disorder in the Other. Barthes develops Lacan’s analysis
to a point at which the workings of the gaze are ineffable,
and the core of the gaze becomes surrounded by a kind of
psycho-somatic ‘halo’:

a field of infinite expansion in which
meaning overflows, 1is diffused without
losing 1its impress (action of impressing
itself); and this is in fact what happens
when we hear music or look at a picture. The
mystery of the gaze, the disturbance whigh
constitutes it, 1is obviously situated in
this ‘overflow’ 2zone. Here, then, 1is an
object (or an entity) whose being inheres in
its ’excess’.

See Barthes 237-238.
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presence of a mirror, which collapses into a window to reveal
Observers. The spectators’ gaze is de-centred by the
occurrence of contiguous action, moreover it becomes detached
in the self-consciousness of being a voyeur of Maliphant
because the spectators’ relationship to his body is
interrupted by the other "spectators’. oOther readings are
possible, but the addition of a third action amounts to a
further de-centring of the spectators’ gaze and the
anamorphosis which 1leads to a synesthetic ‘reading’ is
introduced. A man (Wright) with his trousers to his ankles,
labours to carry another man (Charnock), clinging to his upper
body. His journey makes a slow circle around Maliphant’s
poses, as 1if around a statue on a pedestal. Gradually the
Visibly labouring man collapses.

The spectator is presented with a composite of
actions, signifying sexuality, desire, and physical strength.
The anamorphic co-existence of each action creates a
simultaneous presence of the physical real and the imaginary.
The psychical effects of posed masculine strength are
Juxtaposed with the actual physical strain of a man being worn
down by his labours to carry a body, with his legs restricted.
As the imaginary borders reality, we have both sensations and
thoughts about what we are experiencing, but what is important
here is that our sensations problematize our thoughts by the
way they are co-present. We perceive the exhaustion of the
man’s encumbered journey, his actual strain in evidence, and
we perceive sensations from the poses of the other man; both
can be interpreted in terms of punishment, but as the instant
of perceiving these different sensations is indeterminate,
their ehergies will affect different spectators in different
ways. Interpretation of these actions cannot claim to find
their putative meaning because the indeterminacy of their
relationship frustrates any such 'possession’ of
understanding. Melrose sees the frustration of the discourses
of meaning in performance -- especially as they relate to
Lacan’s "specular metaphor" -- as an opening up of a complex
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bodywork of sensory response for the spectators.*?s

An openness to psycho-somatic response is where risk
emerges for the spectators in the theatre event. In the
immediate instance of perceiving these juxtaposed actions we
confront the limit of understanding of what has happened. It
is in the recognition of an excess to understanding, that the
spectator-as-subject begins to risk the sensations and
thoughts of an alterity to the known. The spectators risk a
kind of ‘dream’ of encounter with the Other in their
experience of Dead Dreams because the actions of the work,
their physical and psychic energy, make us question what it is
to be a subject which knows -- about reality and how it is
represented in theatre; about seeing and the given to be seen;
and thus about the self and how the self represents, sees, and
has an experience of the Other.

Consideration of the psycho-somatic effects of
dramaturgical strategies upon the spectators’ role in the
theatre event, brings the present analysis to Jean-Francgois
Lyotard, and his incorporation of phenomenology into the work
of the unconscious. Lyotard opposes Lacan’s importation of
Saussurean linguistics to the structure and operations of the
unconscious. For Lyotard, the unconscious does not speak, it
works; the dreamwork is a matter for rhetorical analysis, not
for accounting in terms of structural linguistics.'® When
Lyotard claims that the unconscious escapes discursive
conceptualization, his concern arises out of thinking about
perception in communication; his focus on perception in the
unconscious comes from the influence of Maurice Merleau-

%6 Melrose suggests a "break from the thrall of the specular
metaphor, for the purposes of an analysis based on the.feel
and taste and the bite of writing in and between bodies."
She outlines a theory of energy in spectatorship, in which
the "feel in the mouth and the bite involved in/as the
articulation of words or clauses" works through a
synesthetic interaction between performers and spectators.
See Melrose 216-217.

197 Jean-Francois Lyotard, "The Dream-Work Does Not Think,"

The Lyotard Reader, ed. Andrew Benjamin (Oxford and
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1989) 24-25.



101

Ponty’s phenomenology. Here the secondary pProcess
(consciousness and the Freudian reality principle) operates
through discourse, and it is also structured like discourse;
while the primary process (dreams and the Freudian pleasure
principle) does not only discharge energy through the use of
perceptual memories (visual images), it is structured like a
"perceptual field".'** This perceptual field is a space where
the unhindered mobility of the eye over the "continuous and
asymmetrical visual field" resembles the "unhindered mobility
of cathexis" in Freud’s primary process.® Accordingly, the
perceptual field can be seen as a kind of performance space,
upon which the unhindered gaze of the spectators works through
an investment of their 1libido in the subjects/objects
observed.

In considering the spectators’ experience of action in
such a perceptual field, it is important to appreciate the
difference between perception and cognition, touched on in
Chapter Two. Bearing in mind Kant’s dualism, perception is, in
principle, immediate (even if it operates through the
categories of space and time). Cognition on the other hand is
mediated by representation, be it by concept or proposition.
Perception is concrete, cognition is abstract. Perception is
variously seen as operating through sensation, or as in Kant,
a matter .of ‘intuition’. Cognition is contingent upon abstract
categories or 1logic, on abstract classification.?° Given,
then, that the spectator’s perception of action is immediate,
involving an exchange of energy through space, it is difficult
not to draw a parallel here with quantum mechanics; noted here

by Phelan:

The attempt to measure quantum energy with
macroscopic instruments transforms and
'‘contaminates’ the form of that energy. Observation
and measurement themselves both absorb and emit

°¢ Lash 178.

199 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Driftworks, ed. Roger McKeon (New
York: Semiotext(e), 1984) 58.

200 Tash 24.
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energy; thus the act of observation transforms the
activity observed. 2

An understanding of how the performers’ action is perceived,
then, reveals quantum theory as the transition from
‘objective’ measurement to ‘uncertainty,’ from deterministic
rules and models to the probability and chance of
relationality. This is created in the theatre event through
the juxtapostion of actions, whose anamorphic effect upon the
spectators’ perception generates a synesthetic relationality
in their experience of what the event means. The application
of quantum theory to the spectators’ process of perception and
judging in the theatre event takes understanding of how
spectatorship works a step further. The physical risk in the
action of DV8’s performers has a penetrating effect because of
its unpredictable physical -- that is also to say, psychical
-— perception on the part of the spectators. Such moments of
uncertainty are necessary for the awareness expressed 1in
Eisenstein’s ex-stasis, because in order to ’‘go out of
oneself’, to question subjectivity, and risk the confrontation
with that which is beyond the known, one must recognize the
value of uncertainty in perception.

In Dead Dreams there are various scenes where despite
each man’s attempts to maintain physical control of the other,
interaction gives rise to uncertainty, and the ’characters’
must confront this lack of control. In these scenes, Newson
deliberately equates an openness to uncertainty in
relationships with vulnerability, and this in turn is conveyed
to the spectator through action which demands a quantum
reception. The most poignant examples involve Maliphant and
Charnock. There is a progression of three scenes between these
two performers that has its origin in a disclosure of desire
that Maliphant makes to Charnock. It should be noted that this
is the only verbal form of expression in the work, and the
scene in which the disclosure occurs -- like those discussed

above -- creates an anamorphic co-presence between Maliphant

201 phelan 1l16.
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and Charnock, so the link between the performers, although
open for multiple readings, possesses a certain sensual
tension for the spectators. Maliphant offers an apparently
sincere expression of his desire, he is still in vulnerable
attire (his underpants), seated upon the chest of drawers on
which he was previously posing. Charnock appears physically
transfixed in a narrow shaft of light behind Maliphant. He
does not verbally respond but rather becomes increasingly
agitated, within the confines of this shaft of light. His
contorted thrashings reach their climax when he can no longer
be ‘contained’ by the beam of light, and moves to escape.

The first of three scenes, depicting the various
stages of Charnock’s refusal of the intimate gestures of
Maliphant, begins when his escape is cut off by Maliphant.
Maliphant’s embrace is met with a stiff refusal as Charnock
seems unwilling, almost unable, to return this emotional
offering. Given Charnock’s response, Maliphant’s desire for
intimacy and mutual vulnerability can be perceived alternately
by the spectator as an act of entrapment. One reality is
shadowed by the other -- its alternative -- and this is the
way the ‘quantum’ potential of the spectator’s perception
receives it.

The second scene is again a kind of embattled embrace,
but now .the perceptual ‘force field’ between the men has
opened up somewhat. The interaction here is more a suspension
between actions, and an exposure of forces which bring about
the will and energy to act. Initially Maliphant tries to
embrace Charnock, who evades, and then as Maliphant’s
movements gradually become more subtle Charnock’s responses
paradoxically become more extreme, to near seizures which
collapse him to the floor. In the moment of potential between
each action the spectator experiences what Barba describes as
sats, or a pre-condition to action which is an ‘action’ in
itself because it is in this instant that the performer’s

entire being is energizing to act.*** In relaying this to the

202 puygenio Barba, The Paper Canoe, transl. Richard Fowler
(London and New York: Routledge, 1995) 55-57.



104
spectator, Barba adds:

to find the life of the sats, the performer must

play with the spectators’ klnesthetic sense and

prevent them from foreseelng what is about to

happen. The action must surprise the spectators.?®
The suspense of sheer physical indeterminacy between
performers attracts the spectators’ attention, but what is
even more captivating is how our senses are involved in the
space between the performers, in a complex feedback process
whose final result is to actually create what is there. "

The third scene expands the space between Maliphant
and Charnock further. Beginning with an embrace, Charnock
pulls away and moves to a ladder, Maliphant follows, and then
Charnock procéeds to climb. He climbs a few feet, turns, and
then jumps landing so as to make contact with Maliphant, whose
posture is receptive and willing to catch his partner. The
contact knocks Maliphant over, but the returned energy sends
Charnock back up the ladder -- two more times -- to higher and
higher positions. The third climb takes Charnock to about
three metres above the stage floor; having just picked himself
up from the 1last contact, to this challenge, Maliphant
declines leaving Charnock to lunge for the top of a nearby
wall and hang, precariously high and alone. As with the other
scenes, the action here is replete with uncertainty; the
increaseé physical risk to the performers serves to make an
even more graphic illustration of the point. Parallel to this
reality of physical forces can be seen the forces of libidinal
investment and denial, also making an energy field ‘visible’
between the performers. The spectator is perceptually drawn to
the forces at work through the interaction between these
performers because the forces themselves appear to have a
‘material’ quality. |
Quantum theory helps the spectators to ’‘see’ forces

within the perceptual space which now constitutes the stage.

203 Barba, The Paper Canoce 57.

204 gee George: 173.
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Michel Foucault has outlined a theory of the body in terms of
‘phantasms’ and ‘events’ which may further clarify this
- point.**® Foucault’s phantasms are ’‘figures’ on the surface
of human bodies which arise between their surfaces and
constitute a sort of ‘incorporeal materiality’; they can only
be characterized ’‘quantitatively’ by a multiplicity of points
of given intensities.?** The term ’‘phantasm’ comes from
Freud’s analysis of fantasy, yet phantasms are neither
Freudian images nor Lacanian signifiers. For Foucault, they
are real and material.?®’ Newson’s use of action creates the
visibility of such forces and intensities produced from bodies
colliding, mingling, separating; emerging from both within and
on the surface. Through the indeterminacy of quantum reception
of these actions, the spectator is drawn into the balance
between these psychical and physical forces in the performer.

The second half of Dead Dreams leaves the battlefield
of the club scene and moves into a more private space; this is
a space with more domestic familiarity, including a bathroom
and a bedroom with a record player, a lamp and chair. The
action soon subverts any expectations that this private and
familiar setting might vyield more vulnerable, intimate
behaviour between the men; it shockingly reveals the opposite.
Part Two of Dead Dreams, explores a series of actions between
an animate body and a ‘dead’ body: a living self and a dead
Other.

In the title of Brian Masters’s book about the Nilsen
murders, ’Killigg_ﬁg;_ggmpggx’, he offers us a reason why
Nilsen killed the men he brought back to his flat after
picking them up in clubs. Fiona Buckland formulates this

20s Michel Foucault, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,"

Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, ed. Donald F. Bouchard,

transl. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1977) 148, 154-5.

206 Michel Foucault, "Theatre Philosophicum," Language,

Counter-Memory, Practice, ed. Donald F. Boqcharq, transl.
Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,

1977) 169-72. Also see Lash 62-3.

207 poucault, "Theatre Philosophicum" 177.
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paradox the following way:

The corpses in Dead Dreams have not been transformed
1pto that state to destroy the individual, to make
him absgnt, but (perhaps even more chillingly) to
make him eternally present, to stop him from

leaving.=?°®
One such action sequence between a live and ‘dead’ body begins
before a mirror, two men standing in intimate embrace, taking
in this reflection of themselves. This potentially erotic
embrace becomes morbid as movement between the two reveals
that one is a ‘corpse’. The following action sequence is
sublime for its poignant choreography of loss.

Contemplating the spectators’ relationship to loss and

subjectivity in representation, Phelan cites a psychic and
aesthetic economy in contemporary western culture, whose
demand for reproduction and exchange, has brought about
representational cyphers for the looking self. In order to
overturn this economy the failure of the inward gaze to
produce self-seeing must be acknowledged. She suggests the
following perspective:

All seeing is hooded with loss -- the loss of self-

seeing. In looking at the other (animate or

inanimate) the subject seeks to see itself. Seeing

is an exchange of gazes between a mirror (the image

seen which reflects the looker looking) and a screen

(the laws of the symbolic which define subject and

object positions within language). Looking, then,

both obscures and reveals the looker.?**”®
In theatre, for the spectators there is often a desire for a
response through the performance. The possibility for a
responding eye, like the yearning for a responsive voice,
informs the desire to see the self through the performance of
the Other which conventional theatrical representation
exploits. Dead Dreams demonstrates an awareness of the
spectators’ desire for solidity:; an arrangement mediated by
fear of entropy (or disorder) in the Other. But if Quantum

202 puckland: 375.

209 phelan 16.
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theory has taught us that the world is a game of chance, and
irrespective of whether we consider ourselves spectators of
this process or not, we are in fact among the players,?° how
might this risk of involvement in action open up an even more
penetrating risk in confrontation with other players? And what
might such confrontation reveal about each player’s self?

As Dead Dreams moves towards its disturbing
conclusion, that of one man alive and the rest, dead bodies on
the floor, for the spectator there is the painful awareness
that the hope of being valued and desired by the Other has
prompted sacrifices from which the lone man will never escape.
This is a particularly unbearable moment because the action,
between live and ‘dead’ bodies, which leads up to this scene
has made effective use of metonymy. There are many instances
in Dead Dreams where a scene of aggressive action has caused
a performer to be in pain, break out in a sweat, or be out of
breath. The scene following such exertion will make use of the
performer’s exhaustion. This is emphasized in the video
production through the use of close-ups, and the sound of
‘breathing. Newson’s dramaturgy demonstrates the power of
metonymy over the more commonly used practice of metaphor.
~ Metaphor signifies hierarchically, by erasing dissimilarity,
negating difference, and in theatre it can turn performer and
character 1into one. In terms of gender, metaphorical
signification works by upholding a heterosexual male hierarchy
of value; capable of reproducing this phallic metaphor of
valuation through the spectators’ perception. Dramaturgical
strategies which reproduce the phallic metaphor also
prioritize visual sensation; upholding what Melrose calls a
"specular metaphor" and to which she proposes a more
associative sensory response, comparable to synesthesia in the
spectators.

In contrast to the workings of metaphor, metonymy in
the performers’ practice upholds additive and associative

elements, working to secure a horizontal axis of contiguity

210 george: 172.
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and displacement in terms of the performers’ identity and
characterization. In Dead Dreams, the performer’s body is
metonymic of the performer’s self, and of its various roles in
theatre and reality. However, beginning with the plenitude of
the dilated performing body -- in all its visibility and
availability -- the self of the performer actually
disappears. As theatrical representation takes on a kind of
‘reality’ itself, the self of the performer is obscured
because the spectators’ gaze is fixed on the object of
performance, the character which the self has metaphorically
become. This metaphorical body is the objet a of the
spectators’ gaze; the object of the spectators’ desire and as
such, as Gilbert has suggested, it becomes a sex object.
According to a phallic metaphor of valuation, this body is
displayed for reproduction, exchange, for sale or abuse; it is
the dramaturgical strategies of DV8’s physical theatre which
ultimately subvert this reception for the spectators.
Dramaturgical strategies which use the body metonymically do
so through a weave of actions which simultaneously make
visible the body of the performer’s self and the body in
theatrical representation.

Ooffering, as one critic put it, "bodies fly[ing]
across the stage, propelled by lust and brutality"*** Dead
Dreams features choreography which stunned audiences and
critics alike with its agility and risk. For the performers,
the physical toll of these scenes is augmented by the
psychological risk near the performance’s end when, as the
same critic reports, the spectators are presented with a
"macabre image of a near-naked man, close to exhaustion,
slumped in a bathtub, while another watches his partner dangle
upside down from a rope, the pulsating veins in his forehead
visible from the back row of the theatre."?*? The violence of
sensation in the spectators is brought about by the metonymic

211 gonagh Duckworth, "Stepping Out," Gentleman’s Quarterly
(June 1990): 57.

212 pyckworth: 57.
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presence of Maliphant’s physiological strain in performing the
role. The ‘pulsating veins in his forehead’ are a
representational excess in the way that the spectators’
perception of this phenomenon disrupts the theatrical-
representational apparatus, which otherwise would have
signified the violence of this mise en sceéne. Moving from the
representation of violence to its metonymic presentation, a
synesthetic sensation of violence affects the spectators.
The dramaturgical strategies of Dead Dreams offer the
spectators ‘an experience which exists in the uncertainty
between the ’‘real’ physical matter of the performer’s body and
the psychical experience of what it is to be embodied. This is
an experience which finds its equivalent in quantum physics
and psychoanalysis because, on the part of the observer, it
requires a reflexivity into an understanding of what it is to
be a spectator that becomes an exﬁlicit moment of the
spectating process. The self-reflective qualities of the
propositions of spectatorship in the theatre event are
analogous to the knowledges of quantum physics and
psychoanalysis because all three conceive of themselves not as
neutral adequate descriptions of their respective objects but
as embracing the potential for intervention in the object’s
creation. The spectators acknowledge that the gap of
perceptual indeterminacy is not something which hinges on the
inherent limitation of the observer and/or his or her
'measuring instruments’ -- as was commonly assumed with
Heisenberg’s infamous ‘uncertainty principle’ in duantum
physics. Rather, a perceptual openness to indeterminacy yields
farther reaching knowledge, based upon the performative
involvement of the spectators. _
The dramaturgical strategies of Dead Dreams present
the spectators with a least two associative links significant
to their active involvement in the performance. The first is
the metonymy of the performers’ bodies with their roles in the
performance text, and the second is the juxtaposition of
separate action sequences in the mise en scéne. Each offer the
spectators a complementarity in observation which obliges them
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to choose. That is, as the spectators choose to observe g
particular element of these dramaturgical associations, these
elements ultimately do not complement each other, and indeed
they become exclusive figures out of Place with each other and
against their background. As these dramaturgical strategies
develop in Dead Dreams, the spectators’ forced choice of
observation is shadowed by the acceptance of a certain
fundamental loss or impossibility. What is confirmed in the
spectators’ choice, and that is to say their active
involvement in the performance, is the discord between
knowledge and Being: knowledge always involves some loss of
Being and, vice versa, every Being is always grounded upon
some ignorance.?**® Dead Dreams obliges the spectators to risk
the death of ignorance in their Being in order to discover
kKnowledge of the Other within their identity.

ENTER ACHILLES
—— Unspeakable Violence and Heterosexual Male Identity --

Dead Dreams examines how Denis Nilsen’s fantasies
became blurred with reality, hence the allusion to ’dreams’ in
the title. Newson’s intensive involvement as both director and
performer engendered an intimate relationship to the
obsessions of Nilsen, and what drove him to extremes of
behaviour. Acknowledging a mutual desire to control his
environment, and a frustration in the face of a homophobic
society unwilling to accept openly intimate contact between
men, Newson saw the parallels between himself and Nilsen.
Newson acknowledges his empathy for Nilsen’s outsider status,

when he says:

I’ve had my work in which to exorcize my fantasy
life...It’s been hard, but through working on this
[Dead Dreams] I understand much more about myself
and the work I’m doing. I’ve never had to stop and

213 glavoj Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder (London and New
York: Verso, 1996) 222-228.
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quest}on what I was about before and it pulls you up
to discover that, after all, you are weak and
vulnerable.?**

There are some specific parallels concerning Newson’s desire

to understand masculinity which are carried through from Dead

Dreams into the creation of Enter Achilles. Although the
experience of making Enter Achilles was not as traumatic as
Dead Dreams, for Newson or for his performers,**® both
productions were born out of a need to deal with a personal
crisis for Newson. The idea to create a performance which
would explicitly explore masculinity came to Newson during the
time he spent in hospital with a serious achilles tendon
injury. While confined to a hospital bed, he discovered a
disturbing lack of compassion from some of his male friends;
as he says of this time:

My women friends came, my gay friends came, but

where were my straight friends? Nowhere in sight. I

had to wonder whether that friendship was just based

on doing things like going to the pub, and they

couldn’t handle it when I turned out to be

vulnerable.?**
In a time of vulnerability, Newson wondered why it was so
difficult for his heterosexual male friends to accept this
from him; indeed, why their avoidance of his vulnerability
seemed to be an avoidance of this quality in themselves. From
this expérience, questions about masculinity multiplied: What

?1* Watson, "Searching For An Emotional Rescue": 101.

** It must be said here that Dead Dreams was the last DV8
performance that Newson performed in. In an interview w1§h
Nadine Meisner he admits that there is an enormous "toll in
doing work like [Dead Dreams]", and that "you get to a point
where you have to decide, do I keep going on or do I blow
nyself out? Performing and creating became unhealthy to a
degree." See Meisner: 12-14.

The psychological toll of the work is registered here, in
Maliphant’s comment: "...some of the company hgd to undergo
recuperative psychotherapy afterwards." See Maliphant quoted

in Buckland: 373.

216 xeith Watson, "Straight and Narrow-minded," The Observer
(10 September 1995): 11.
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does it mean to be ’a man’? 1f certain feelings, thoughts, and
actions are deemed ‘unmanly’ and hidden by men, what
compensating actions do men take? Why is ‘unmanly’ behaviour
considered threatening, and treated with abhorrence and
fear??’

Newson and a company of eight performers made up
mostly of heterosexual men®*® would pursue these questions in
a period of research lasting several months in pubs, observing
how groups of ’straight’ men behave. Newson was shocked by the
high level of violence he encountered compared with the gay
pubs he was used to. Underneath a surface of camaraderie among
drinking men, he felt there existed an undercurrent of
paranoia and insecurity that clearly could only find an outlet
in violence. Newson comments:

Men can start fights over somebody just moving their
pint! The violence was like a volcano which could
explode at any moment...It all seemed like massive
denial brought on by the straitjacket of what’s
deemed to be masculine behaviour. How many men can
dare to be outrageous? And what men won’t allow
themselves to do, they won’t tolerate in others.?®®
Recalling Gilbert’s analysis of male identity and the body
cited above, it would appear that the vast majority of
heterosexual men Newson encountered were essentially
‘performing’ their part in the dominant collective make-
believe 6f heterosexual male superiority. In this respect the
psychoanalytic theory Gilbert uses seems to be as well-suited
to its application in theatre as to an analysis of
'theatrical’ behaviour in the everyday; as such, the macho
posturing of men in pubs must have given Newson the raw
material -- if not the finished product -- for physical

theatre about masculinity. Each man’s je locates itself as

227 pv8 Physical Theatre, Press Release (London: ARTSADMIN
Project, 1995).

212 pespite all efforts to recruit an entirely heterosexual
cast, the final gender breakdown was five heterosexual to
three homosexual performers.

219 watson, "Straight and Narrow-minded": 11.
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subservient to the ’dominant fiction’ of the moi ’staged’ each
night in the pub. This culturally induced moi is a variation
of the moi based on the male body described above in that it
no longer requires a display of bodily strength, rather it is
the replacement of this strength with violent behaviour.

A theatrical exploration of this dominant fictional
identity, requires an understanding of how the "collective
ego’ generated by this identity in reality is created in the
theatre through its effect on the spectators. The spectators
participate with the ego of the performers and, through the
various elements of a physical theatre production (e.g.:
movement, theme, setting), aim to achieve a sense of ’being
there’, by becoming a part of this collective ego as it is
engaged 1in theatrical representation. 1In Ente chilles
Newson’s dramaturgy makes use of the spectators’ involvement
in the collective ego of theatrical representation in order to
examine society’s participation in the fiction of the dominant
heterosexual male moi in reality; he does so by merging the
operation of these two illusional models. As Gilbert has
suggested, in theatrical representations of masculinity, it is
possible for the performers to embody the capital I of
identification of the ego ideal. Newson’s use of this
collectivity between the performers and spectators
demonstrates how in the theatre, as in society, collective
identity offers tremendous pleasure and reassurance, but it
can also become a dangerously insecure collusion of denial.
The attempt of each spectator to fulfil their psychic void in
the je occurs through a desiring investment in an illusory moi
(or 'collective nous', as Gilbert calls it ), and thus their
psychic dependency makes the lure of this moi powerful. When
a representation of a masculine ideal becomes a kind of
Freudian ‘loved object’, as in the case of the moi, an
overestimation of this object has occurred; especially in the
sense that it yields the subject a narcissist satisfaction.
Concerning this relationship, Adams explains:

Now to say that the loved object is overestimated is

to say that it is put in the place of the ego iqeal,
that place where the subject is mapped in an ideal
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signifier. This ego ideal is necessarily involved in
narcissism because the ego ideal is the point from
which the subject feels himself to be satisfactory
and loved.?*?

As with Dead Dreams, in Enter Achilles Newson’s dramaturgy
offers the spectators the bodies of men, sinuously entering
the psycho-somatic perceptual field of the spectators’ gaze.
Collectively the performers seek a moi to view in the literal
and psychological mirrors held up to the collective ego of the
spectators.

The spectators’ desiring gaze is initiated by the
performers’ dilated bodies; their mastery of physical
expression effects the spectators’ perception in that it lures
them into the perceptual field of the Other/performer. This
lure 1is analogous to the seduction of the theatrical-
representational apparatus. Newson’s dramaturgy problematizes
this seduction by ’‘breaking’ the psychical link between the
performers’ bodies and the spectators’ gaze; for Lacan this
amounts to "breaking the grip of the signifier".?** In his
investigations into the relationship between the analyst and
the analysand in psychoanalysis, Lacan aligns breaking the
grip of the signifier with the ’‘separation’ of the objet a --
that which is desired by the analysand -- from the analyst. In
other words, the analyst falls from a position of idealisation
to becomé the support of the objet a in this admission of
lack. This relationship materializes in Newson’s dramaturgy in
so far as the spectators are liberated from the seduction of
the performers’§dilated body, like the analysand who is no
longer held by the mastery of the analyst. Moreover, the
performers become a support of the objet a of masculinity as
the spectators are able to identify their own lack®? with

220 Adams 77.

221 Adams 78.

222 cogncerning the desire of the spectators, the term 'rlack’
can be aligned with that of ’‘void’ because in glther case
of desiring a discontinuity opens up in reality by the
emergence of the signifier.
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that of the performers/Other. The spectators’ separation from
a kind of psychical alienation in the mastery of the
performers/Other breaks the seductive grip of the performers’
dilated bodies in the theatrical-representational apparatus.

As the performers endeavour to risk confrontation with
the questions of masculinity, the spectators collectively
participate, and both parties share a desire for the objet a:
knowledge of masculinity. The performers’ lack of mastery of
the objet a in the eyes of the spectators means that they also
vacate any pretence toward possessing a transcendental
presence; on the contrary they become more fully engaged with
the objet a. Speculating about ways in which an analyst
conveys lack concerning the objet a, Adams identifies silence
as a key communicator. Newson creates an equivalent of
'silence’, a ’massive and enigmatic presence’?* through the
action of the performers. As the Enter Achilles programme
promises: "In men’s silence there is always the possibility of
violence...what men will not allow in themselves they must
deny in others."***

In Newson’s dramaturgy, the action of the performers’
dilated bodies creates an excess to signification; to the
point where the body becomes something radically heterogeneous
to the signifier. Adams suggests that some art offers the

222 pdams offers the following quote from Michel Silvester
concerning the power of silence in the analyst:

Certainly not conventional silence, for it
is indeed necessary to be silent in order to
hear the other who speaks, but the refusal
to respond there where the analyst would
have something to say, but the leaden
silence which comes to redouble that of the
analysand, but again the question, anguished
echo of the limit of the Other’s knowledge.
The being of the analyst is silent, through
which he makes himself a massive and
enigmatic presence.

See Adams 79.

224 pyg Physical Theatre, Enter Achilles, Performance
Programme (London: ARTSADMIN Project, 1995).
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observer images, which as signifiers becone objects of desire,
while some art works at the limit of the image; the actions of
the dilated bodies in Newson’s dramaturgy move beyond the
signifying chain in that they exist at the limit of the image.
In Dead Dreams the representation of Dennis Nilsen’s reality
was placed at the limit of the image in the enactment of his
dead victims; Enter Achilles places the violence of
masculinity at this limit. Adams suggests that the limit of
the image essentially means at the limit of Lacan’s Symbolic
Order, and that this limit is best understood through the idea
of an apparition. She explains:

An apparition is both sublime and horrible; an

apparition is silent, being outside signification.

Lacan can be credited with foreseeing the notion of

an apparition when he speaks about the toi that

comes to the lips of a subject in an attempt to find

the signifier of the remainder, that which cannot be

signified.?**®
The toi is a reference to the Other of jouissance, a primal
Other, a pre-symbolic Other -- a very different Other from the
Other of language, outlined above. Now this Other of
jouissance is precisely a reference to objet a, the lack in
the Other of language, the object which figures in DV8'’s
exploration of Nilsen and the dark side of masculinity. In the
toi the spectators witness the pre-symbolic Other in the
'enjoymeﬁt' of violence; that is, the symptom of enjoyment
which constitutes a sublime apparition to acts of violence,
recognisable in either Nilsen or the men of Enter Achilles.
Confrontation with this Other for the spectators emerges in
their shock at the materialization of a terrifying, impossible
jouissance in the embodiment of violence in the performers’
actions, and a confrontation with their own corresponding
potential for pleasure in how they perceive the sensations of
such violence.

For Newson and his all-male cast, the pursuit of

knowledge about masculinity concerns the most intimate,
traumatic Being of the subject: knowledge about the particular

225 adams 83-84.
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logic of their own deeply personal forms of enjoyment.
Following the discoveries made in Dead Dreams, the
psychoanalytic approach to knowledge is marked by a profound
dimension of risk: the subject pays for this approach with his
own Being. Essentially this means to abolish, to dissolve, the
‘substance’ which stands as a form of ignorance or mnis-
recognition which gets in the way of knowledge, and this
substance, according to Lacan, is enjoyment (jouissance). If
access to knowledge is paid with the loss of enjoyment, and
the psychica; enjoyment of jouissance is possible only on the
basis of certain non-knowledge, or ignorance; it becomes clear
how a process of confrontation with jouissance is carried out
at great risk to the subject. Evidence of such risk in
Newson’s work with his performers comes from comments about
how his efforts to devise Enter Achilles from "real-life
experiences" of his cast members occasionally met with
resistance. He says,

what amazed me was how uncomfortable so many

straight men are when it comes to opening up about

themselves. You’d get comments like ‘I don’t want to

sit around talking about my father, I just want to

have a good time and get out of it’. I had to use

all that stuff in the piece.?*°
Newson’s dramaturgy draws on the psychical energy created by
the risk to each performer’s Being and attempts to transfer it
to the spectators. For the spectators the psychical energy
created by the performers’ struggle in this 'self-fissure’
between substance and subject creates a space for their own
subjectivity, where their decision is reached in the
undecidable terrain of the theatre event. In this respect,
Newson’s task again takes on the quality of an analyst, who
first confronts the performers and then the spectators with a
process of risking knowledge through ontological uncertainty.
Frequently such an endeavour is met with resistance: as the
analysand is pushed toward knowledge about his desire,
paranoia can arise with the fear that the analyst is trying to

226 watson, "Straight and Narrow-Minded": 11.
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steal from him his most intimate treasure, the kernel of his
enjoyment. 3’

After a successful tour of several festivals on the
European continent, Enter Achilles was performed throughout
Britain in the autumn of 1995, culminating in four days of
performances for the Dance Umbrella at London’s Queen
Elizabeth Hall. The staging for the London performances took
full advantage of the Queen Elizabeth Hall’s wide stage space
with a mise en scéene which continually offered juxtaposed

sequences of action. As the performance begins, the stage’s
vast ’‘perceptual field’ is introduced by a segment of slow-
motion movement of four performers, whose spot-lit figures
emerge high above the stage floor. The dream-like appearance
of these bare-chested men is accompanied by the sound of a
crowd’s roar; here is a kind of menacing collage of movement,
suggesting the aggression of athletes and warriors. The cheers
of thousands of desiring fans £fill the theatre and then
gradually subsides to a sound emergihg from a clock-radio in
a bedroom at the front of the stage. A man (Ross Hounslow) is
asleep here and as the sound of the crowd’s roar awakens him,
the dance of the four men disappears. Upon waking, Hounslow
performs a short, sensual ‘duet’ with a blow-up female doll,
and the visual impact of this scene is vocally juxtaposed by
the sound of a woman trying to reach Hounslow via an answering
machine, which he ignores.

In these early moments, Newson establishes a tension
between the psychical layers of masculine identity. First
there is a dream of masculine power and bodily strength; an
ego ideal, especially as it is celebrated by a cheering crowd.
The image of the modern male warrior is exemplified by the
sports hero, and here is a ’slow motion replay’ of such a
masculine icon. This is an important beginning because it
resonates on a Zeitgeist of cultural transition concerning
masculinity 1in contemporary Britain. From government
legislation, shifts in corporate needs and hiring practices,

227 .75 zek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 68-63.




119

to public condemnation of hostile male behaviour, ‘manly
virtues’ which were once taken as evidence of a healthy
natural order in Britain are now seen as inherently
pathological conditions.??*® One of the many social scientists
to endorse this perspective is R. Horrocks, who argues that
men, as much as women, are victims of the pernicious
imposition of masculine values upon them. Society’s
expectations of men to behave in a masculine way have become
an onerous burden, leaving men insecure about their ability to
measure up to the ideal. He says,
in becoming accomplices and agents of the
patriarchal oppression of women, men are themselves
mutilated psychologically. The militant form of
masculinity represents a considerable self-abuse and
self-destruction by men. In hating women the male
hates himself.?*®
Newson’s approach to masculinity begins from just such an
insight; however in Enter Achilles, his portrayal of men’s
struggle with patriarchal oppression moves to the heart of the
symptom of this oppression. Recent scholarship offers a
masculine identity afflicted by a dialectic of modification
for the future, on the one hand, and simultaneous retroactive
modification of the past, on the other. The result of this
analysis seems to indicate a misrecognition of male identity
as an ontological dimension; that is, what it means to Be a
man seems to be stuck on what Slavoj Zizek calls "the rock of

222 cyrrent media concern over the plight of working-class
white males is at an all time high. In the summer of 1996
television and radio programmes abound on the financial and
social insecurity of a growing percentage of men. Also,
there has been considerable current concern in academic
circles. See R. Horrocks, Masculinity in Crisis (London:

Macmillan); R.W. Connell, Masculinities (London: Polity
Press); T. Newburn & E.A. Stanko, eds. Just Boys Doing

Business? Men, Masculinities and Crime (London and New Yogk:
Routledge); I.M. Harris, Messages Men Hear: Constructing

Masculinities (London: Taylor & Francis).

229 . Harrocks cited in Linda Ryan, "The Trouble With Men,"
Living Marxism, No. 90 (May 1996): 43.



120
the Real, that which resists symbolization.mwz:° ‘The rock of
the Real’ of masculinity can be seen as a traumatic point of
identity, which in its historical, political, economic, or
other cultural diagnosis is misrecognized, and thus
continually returns. Despite attempts to neutralize it, to
integrate it into the symbolic order through anything from
social programming to conceptual meaning, it persists as a
surplus. In the perspective of the last stage of Lacanian
teaching, the Real which resists symbolization in the form of
explanation or meaning is the ’‘symptom’. With respect to many
male subjects, this symptom materializes through acts of
violence.

In the bedroom below the towering image of menacing
masculine power that begins Enter Achilles, there is something
far more disturbing in the ’‘love scene’ with a blow-up doll.
The elegant and tender way in which Hounslow manipulates the
movements of the doll to match those of his own body are of
sublime interest as dramaturgy, especially how such
interaction raises a complex response from the audience. There
is humour in the way the doll’s features so ridiculously
caricature those of a woman; there is horror, given Hounslow’s
obvious libidinal investment in this ridiculous Thing; and
there 1is sadness, given the Jjuxtaposing of Hounslow’s
relationship with the doll to the real voice of the woman on
the phone. The effect on the spectators of this duet cannot be
explained by conventional means, by the metaphorical meaning
of masculine identity: this mise en scéne is not a matter of
representation =-- of a man’s relationship to a woman -- but
that of a certain inert presence. The female blow-up doll’s
relationship to the heterosexual male subject is that of the
'Thing’ in the Lacanian sense; a material object elevated to
the status of the impossible Thing in its relation to
Hounslow. Newson’s dramaturgical arrangement of a man making
love to a doll is the materialization of the sublime,

20 7i7ek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 69.
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impossible jouissance.®*' By watching this act, the
spectators gain insight into a forbidden domain, into a space
that should be left unseen. From the spectators’ point of
view, the effort to articulate the metaphorical meaning of the
doll can be seen as an escape from the terrifying impact of
the Thing; an attempt to domesticate the Thing by reducing it
to its symbolic status, by providing it with meaning.
Hounslow’s pleasurable interaction with the doll is
established as a kernel of the jouissance of masculinity; its
presence in the symptom of violence becomes clearer as the
production unfolds.

Toward the end of Hounslow’s duet with the doll,
Adrian Johnston’s score offers a version of Can’t Take My Eyes
Off You, which accompanies the mise en scéne change to another
performer (Liam Steel) getting himself ready to go out for a
night at the pub. Following the duet this grooming scene is
also meant to demonstrate a moment of pleasure, and the two
scenes happen in quick succession so the spectators can make
this link. The choreography of Steel’s grooming reaches its
climax when Can’t Take My Eyes Off You fades into a karaoke
version with Steel first singing it in narcissistic enjoyment
of himself in a mirror and then as a ’performance’ to the
audience. He is now fully prepared to play the role of
'dominant- heterosexual male’ for his ‘audience’ at the pub.

As the mise en scéne changes to the pub setting, the
spectators witness seven other performers gradually getting
themselves ready, in manner and appearance remarkably similar
to that of Steel. In turns they all greet one another, drink
pints of beer; at various times they all converge around a
television set broadcasting sporting events, and otherwise
enjoy their night out -- all in dance. Newson’s choreography
conveys a humorous sense of enjoyment among these men; much of
the physical contact involves practical jokes and visual gags.
The performers present a series of duets which occasionally

merge with other performers to create larger orchestrations of

21 7izek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 71.
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movement. In each interaction there is a poignant balance
between vulnerability and aggression, as the contact between
performers undulates through a series of lifts, rolls, and
other forms of movement which physicalizes the tension between
them. The atmosphere of merriment is infused with a kind of
physical anxiety which makes each joke appear as though it may
turn into a fight. This tension finds its epitome in the
numerous pint glasses of beer around the pub, and often it is
the object around which much of the men’s movement is centred.
The balance and release of interaction allows each man to
protect his glass of beer and keep it from spilling, or being
taken by any of the others. Newson’s research in pubs gave him
the idea of how a pint of beer, shared between men, could
become "a metaphor for bodily fluids/[a man’s] life source,
and how the qualities of the glass (the pint) can represent [a
man’s] rigidity, fragility and transparency."®*? The clash of
enjoyment and violence here also makes for a dramaturgical
examination of the jouissance of violence between these men,
and shows how it may be transferred to the spectators.

In puzzling over the concept of the symptom in the
main stages of Lacan’s theoretical development, Zizek traces
its transformation from a signifying formation, a coded
message or a kind of cypher to something which is closer to
"the symptom as real", or that which cannot be symbolized;
which exists at the limit of the classic Lacanian thesis that
the unconscious is structured like a language. The shift from
the earlier interpretation to the latter seems to have
developed from a dilemma inherent to the relationship between
the analyst and analysand. Initially it was thought that the
symptom arises in the analysand where the word failed, where
the circuit of symbolic communication failed, and the
repressed word articulates itself in a coded, cyphered form.
Therefore, the symptom cannot only be interpreted but is
apparently already formed with the expectation of
interpretation: it is addressed from the analysand to the

22 110yd Newson quoted in DV8 Physical Theatre, Enter
Achilles Press Release (London: ARTSADMIN Project, 1995).
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analyst/Other who will presumably confer its true meaning.
That is, there is no symptom without its addressee; equally
there is no symptom without transference, without the position
of some subject presumed to know its meaning. Zizek sums up

this early definition of the symptom in Lacanian
psychoanalysis as follows:

Precisely as an'enigma, the symptom, so to speak,
announces 1ts dissolution through interpretation:
the aim of psychoanalysis is to re-establish the
broken network of communication by allowing the
patient to verbalize the meaning of his symptom:
through this verbalization, the symptom is
automaticqlly dissolved. This, then, is the basic
point: in its very constitution, the symptom implies
the field of the big Other as consistent, complete,
because its very formation is an appeal to the Other
which contains its meaning.?®?
This was where the troubles with Lacan’s early theory of the
symptom began. In spite of interpretation by the analyst, the
symptom did not dissolve. Lacan’s response to this was
‘enjoyment’. The symptom was not only a cyphered message, it
was a way in which the subject could organise enjoyment; that
was why even after the analyst had made an interpretation the
subject was not prepared to renounce the symptom. In Zizek’s
words, "he loves his symptom more than himself."#**

In locating enjoyment in the symptom, Lacan proceeded
in two ways: first he tried to isolate the enjoyment as
fantasy, in an attempt to separate it from symptom. Confronted
with an analysand’s symptoms, the analyst must first cut
through to the ‘kernel of enjoyment which is blocking the
further movement of interpretation; then take on the crucial
step of going through the fantasy, of obtaining distance from
it, of experiencing how the fantasy-formation Jjust masks,
fills out a certain void, lack, empty space in the Other. The
trouble with this procedure gave rise to the second. Under the
first, Lacan could not account for a growing numberof patients

who, despite having gone through their fantasy and gained the

233 74izek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 73-74.
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critical distance from the fantasy-framework of their reality,
still would not let go of their symptoms. Lacan’s response to
such a pathological formation which persisted beyond its
interpretation and fantasy was to conceive of symptom as
sinthome. Zizek defines this as "a certain signifying
formation penetrated with enjoyment: it is a signifier as a
bearer of jouis-sense, enjoyment-in-sense."?s

The symptom conceived as sinthome offers a radical
understanding of the subject’s ontological status in that it
becomes literally the only substance of Being; the only thing
that gives consistency to the subject. As Zizek describes it,

the symptom as sinthome...is the way we -- the
subjects -- ‘avoid madness’, the way we ‘choose
something (the symptom-formation) instead of nothing
(radical psychotic autism, the destruction of the
symbolic universe)’ through binding our enjoyment to
a certain satisfying, symbolic formation which
assures a minimum of consistency to our being-in-
the-world.?**
Understanding the symptom conceived as sinthome is vital to a
dramaturgical analysis of the interaction between the seven
men gathered in the pub because collectively they are given
consistency as subjects by a sinthome of violence. Moreover,
Newson’s dramaturgical balance between humour and aggression
in the ‘’weave’ of the men’s action creates an anamorphic
effect in the spectators’ perception of the mise en scene, so
the spectators’ desiring gaze of the men’s humour and grace of
movement is -- in the blink of an eye -- disrupted by an
‘enjoyment-in-sense’ of its violence.

The anamorphic effect which hinges between enjoyment
and violence in the spectators’ perception of the pub scene is
perhaps best exemplified in the seven men’s confrontation with
a single man (Juan Kruz Diaz de Garaio Esnaola) who is
different. Diaz d. G. Esnaola is dressed in brighter colours
than the other men and his movement becomes progressively
provocative in its embellished form. In short, his clothing

- 25 gi7ek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 75.
236 7jzek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 75.
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and choreography possess an ornamentation which the other men
‘will not allow in themselves’, and so they cannot allow in
Diaz d. G. Esnaola. Before long, this different man’s free and
flowing movement is hemmed in by the others, who
intimidatingly crowd around him. In an attempt to continue his
dance, he slips away a few times only to be encircled by the
‘other men each time he does. Finally he succeeds in pulling
away from the others and, dancing in a frenzied circle, flings
off his clothes to reveal a ’Superman’ ocutfit. The absurdity
of this costume is accentuated by the fact that Diaz d. G.
- Esnaola is the smallest performer in the company. The others
grab him, and after holding him down ’‘fly’ him around the pub
and then over the wall of the set.

Diaz d. G. Esnaola’s fight to be free of the other men
offers an anamorphic reading for the spectators because his
actions appear to originate in a fit of frustration, but
gradually become humorous. At first there is relief that the
tension from this scene has not culminated in an ugly
depiction of ’‘gay bashing’ or other such bigoted violence. Its
anamorphic transformation into a joke, however, demonstrates
the mechanism of transference because Diaz d. G. Esnaola
creates a fascination in being ’different’, which compels the
spectators and other performers to follow his actions
carefully; the spectators’ desire to know why he is different
makes him an objet a. In this scene, Diaz d. G. Esnaola is the
object of fantasy, the object causing desire and at the same

time -- this is his paradox -- posed retroactively by this
desire; in ‘going through the fantasy’ the spectators
experience how the ‘different’ man -- as fantasy-object --

turns out to be Newson’s joke, which materializes the void of
the spectators’ desire. The spectators experience how their
desire was part of this joke from the beginning, how the
presentation of the ‘different’ man was meant to capture their
curiosity. Newson extends the paranoia of this clique of men
to the spectators by developing a dramaturgy of secrecy around
the stranger. With the visual ’‘punchline’ of the ’‘Superman’

L3 ,
costume Newson in effect announces, ‘You see, now Yyou ve
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discovered the real secret: within this ’different’ man there
is what your desire introduces there....’ Therefore the real
secret about the ‘different’ man, is a kind of 'reflexivity’
in the spectators which cannot be reduced to philosophical
reflection.®” The very feature which seems to exclude the
subject from the Other (the desire of the men and the
spectators to penetrate the secret of the Other -- the
‘different’ man) is already a ‘reflexive determination’ of the
Other. Thus, for the spectators, it is precisely as we are
excluded from the Other that we are already part of his game.

The ’‘Superman’ character of Diaz d. G. Esnaola is not
gone for long. He reappears as a sort of surreal jester,
singling out some of the men to seek revenge, and essentially
make fun of their macho behaviour. As the pub scene
progresses, the pub appears to close for the night and the men
retreat to a ’‘back room’, to continue their party. The back
room created within the set allows for partial visibility of
the partying men, and thus their aggressive, progressively
drunken behaviour remains a constant presence in the space.
The main part of the pub setting becomes a place where each
performer in turn retreats to perform a solo or duet, and
these are often a choreographic commentary on masculine
activities such as football or calisthenics. This part of the
performance comes to a conclusion witthiaz d. G. Esnaola
’flying’ in on a trapeze. At first this appears to be a kind
of circus-style mockery of the men’s calisthenics; while it is
effective as satire, it is also a penetrating examination of
how‘a balance of strength and vulnerability may reveal the
limits of trust between men.

Perched on a trapeze, Diaz d. G. Esnaola encourages
Liam Steel to climb up a rope to him. For Steel the resulting
duet offers a moment where he has allowed himself to be
completely vulnerable. He is pulled into a balancing act which
can only be accomplished through absolute trust between the
two men. The actual physical toll of this routine is a

237 7iz2ek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, 64-66.
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demonstration of the metonymy of the performers’ bodies,
similar to that explored in Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men.
Here the body takes on the metonymic associations of
character, of the performer’s self, and of masculine strength.
Suspended above the stage in the toil of a trapeze manoceuvre,

the performers’ bodies express an agonizingly present referent
which resists reduction into a metaphor of trust. The presence
of the performer’s body -- pushed to its physical limit --
Creates an indeterminacy to the spectators’ reading of the
visual metaphor, and thereby challenges their perceptual and
imaginative capacities in deciding what the scene means. In
moving from the more conventional aims of theatre, which for
the spectators can be found in the pleasure of recognizable
metaphors and, for the performers, in the reproduction of
rehearsed scenes, Newson’s dramaturgy explores that which is
non-reproductive, non-metaphorical, and that which examines
the body (as it is seen by the spectators) as loss. As the
performers’ actual pain disrupts the reading of the
choreographic metaphor of trust, Newson’s dramaturgy makes the
spectators aware that in the performance spectacle itself
there exists the projection of a scenario in which their own
desire takes place. Looking reveals the looker as the
spectators’ gaze yearns for recognition: to see the self
through the image of the Other. The instance of indeterminacy
in the spectators’ perception offers the awareness of how
desire structures a need for predictable recognition of the
Same in the perceptual space of the Other.

Steel takes on a kind of adjunct role to the
spectators in that he becomes a figure who experiences two
facets of masculine identity, and acts on this experience in
the final scene. After his duet with Diaz d. G. Esnaola, he
witnesses the sinthome of Ross Hounslow. Following the scene
.on the trapeze he looks into a large mirror on stage to find
it has become a window into another ‘space’. Here the mirror
functions in a way that reverses the direction of the
narcissistic circuit, which was established when he was

grooming himself in it earlier in the performance. The
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dissolving of a mirror into a window is a process where, as
Adams describes it, "looking itself, not the object in front
of the mirror, is reflected."*** This amounts to a disruption
of the gaze for Steel and for the spectators in that the gaze
becomes detached from vision, and there is a experience of a
violence of sensation in the penetration of the gaze into a
forbidden domain. This is the horror of too close a presence,
and it marks the distinction between a performance of violence
and, what is revealed here, a violence of performance. As this
visual space appears through the mirror, Hounslow is seen with
several blow-up dolls, and Steel and the spectators are
offered insight into a space that should be left unseen. In a
description of the sinthome, Zizek has said,
In so far as the sinthome is a certain signifier
which is not enchained in a network but immediately
filled, penetrated with enjoyment, its status is by
definition ‘psychosomatic’, that of a terrifying
bodily mark which is merely a mute attestation
bearing witness to a disgusting enjoyment, without
representing anything or anyone.?*?
The brief vision of Hounslow within this smallish space, is
dominated by the several dolls which surround him; so much so
that this is no longer an image representing anything or
anyone, it is a coagulated remnant of jouissance.

The final scene of Enter Achilles returns to the pub
setting.lThe action of the men indicates that this scene is
happening toward the end of a night of heavy drinking.
Surprisingly, Diaz d. G. Esnaola returns to the pub, dressed
once again in his original costume of street clothes. As an
indication of his insight into the ’‘different’ man’s identity,
it is Steel who greets Diaz d. G. Esnaola enthusiastically,
despite the uneasiness of the rest of the group toward the
outcast. Steel tries to ease the tension by encouraging the
group to sing along to popular tunes; he puts on some music,
and before long they are all singing, dancing, and playing

238 Adams 116.
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air-guitar to Summer Nights. It is significant that the men’s
enjoyment here occurs in the absence of the two most hostile
figures from the earlier pub scene, Robert Tannion and Ross
Hounslow. When Tannion and Hounslow return to find the others
having a good time, the tension mounts again. Hounslow
humiliates Steel and another performer, Jeremy James, and
Tannion starts to pick a fight with Diaz d. G. Esnaola. Steel
leaves and then returns carrying Hounslow’s blow-up doll. It
is left uncertain as to whether or not this is an attack on
Hounslow by Steel; perhaps a disclosure of what he has seen
Hounslow do with the doll, as revenge for his humiliation by
Hounslow.?*° Ironically, the group are delighted with the
doll: they kick and throw it about like a ball, not realising
how upset Hounslow is becoming. Gradually it is Tannion who
notices Hounslow’s distress, and viciously snatches back the
doll when Hounslow tries to rescue it. Finally Tannion
shatters a glass, which he uses to destroy the doll, and
Hounslow breaks down and cries.

The men’s pleasure in their violent treatment of the
doll becomes a jouissance of their treatment of Hounslow
because he has allowed himself to be vulnerable; exposing that
he is unwilling to renounce the doll, and indeed, that ‘he
loves his symptom more than himself’. The dramaturgy of the
attack on the doll is sublime and horrible in the way that its
effect upon Hounslow escapes signification. The silent
apparition of this moment of violence, the toli as Lacan
describes it, which has existed in the sub-text of the men’s
actions up until this point, suddenly surges forth in this
scene. The mark of this violence, its stain or wound, resists
definite interpretation in that its presence is absolutely
necessary to an understanding of the men’s actions, and yet
its effect cannot be accounted for by discourse. The inert
resistance to discursive interpretation of this scene is akin
to Lyotard’s notion of the figural, discussed above and in

240 T the video production, Steel’s intention of revenge on
Hounslow by exposing the doll to the other men 15 made

absolutely clear.



130
Chapter Two.

In so far as the blow-up doll is Hounslow’s sinthome,
the dramaturgy of the attack upon this object demonstrates
that it makes up a part of his Being which may never be
surrendered. The savaged doll is an open wound for Hounslow,
and in this respect the body of the doll becomes an extension
of his own. Given that the wound sticks out from the symbolic
reality of the performer’s body, it becomes ‘a little piece of
the real’; made into a disgusting protuberance by virtue of
the other men’s violence toward it. After the attack, it
cannot be integrated back into the symbolic totality of
Hounslow’s body. The wound is shared among these men in that
it is an exposure of the totalitarian power of violence which
binds the group together. The violence which has given rise to
the wound is 1like a law which oppresses them. Indeed, it
follows the pattern of totalitarian rule in that it is
obscenely penetrated by an enjoyment of violence. It 1is
precisely this kind of obscene enjoyment of violence that
Newson has set out to expose in Enter Achilles.

There is an ideological jouissance at the heart of the
’law of masculinity’ practised by the men in Enter Achilles.
As is the case with any law, here we have a demand for
uniformity of behaviour and, in order that such uniformity may
be maintained, the law’s subjects must be absolutely convinced
of the truth of this law, regardless of the dubious opinions
upon which it is based. Ideological adherence to such a law
can be achieved only through a state of mind that is
essentially a by-product; in the case of masculine ideology,
the subjects must conceal from themselves the fact that it was
the pain of self-doubt and vulnerability in the face of their
worst fears of personal inadequacy that has determined their
adherence to such a law. These men must believe that their
decision is well founded, and that it will lead to the goal of
a masculine ego ideal. As soon as catastrophe or personal
upheaval forces confrontation with the uniformity of
ideological behaviour, there is a disco&ery that the real goal
is the consistency of the ideological attitude itself. By the
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end of Enter Achilles the aim of male heterosexual ideology --
its real goal -- is to justify its means, violent behaviour.
For a subject 1like Hounslow, whose violent behaviour
throughout the performance demonstrates a deep investment in
such a masculine ideology, the awakening to the actual aim of
his ideology is self-defeating. In answering the questions,
’‘Why must this inversion of the relation of aim and means in
ideology remain hidden, and why is its revelation self-
defeating for the subject?’, Zizek offers that such revelation
would reveal the enjoyment which is at work in ideoloqy.'In
the ideological renunciation of all that does not fit into the
uniformity of male heterosexual behaviour, in the ‘straight
and narrow’ of the means there 1is the enjoyment in the
violence of condemning and excluding all Others. In the
revelation that male heterosexual ideology serves only itself,
that it does not serve anything else, there is the Lacanian
definition of jouissance.?**

Once Hounslow’s doll has been destroyed, the group of
men assemble in ranks around him, and facing forward, standing
at attention, like any totalitarian regime, they sing a hymn
as Hounslow weeps. Hounslow starts to curse them, and then the
hymn breaks down into chiding laughter, and further jouissance
in their acts of excluding and isolating their victim in his
vulnerable state. Hounslow takes what is left of the doll and
stumbles back to the space that was his room at the beginning
of the performance. Alone now he tries to sleep, but as he
tries to do so the stage undergoes a genuine upheaval: its
surface rises up to virtually a perpendicular angle, facing
the spectators. Furniture, broken glass from the pub, and
anything else on the stage’s surface crashes down into a pit
opened up before the spectators. Hounslow is left hanging
precariously from the top end of the stage. Upstage, left,
Diaz d. G. Esnaola appears in the ’Superman’ costume, singing.
While Hounslow clings for his life, the blow-up doll is re-
inflated and, as if it has come to 1life, appears to be

241 7izek, The Sublime Object of Ideolo 84.
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reaching up for Hounslow from the pit below.

When psychoanalytic therapy is said to be complete,
the patient is able to recognize that in the Real of his
symptom there exists the only support of his Being. The
analysand as subject must identify himself with the place
where his symptom already was; in its ‘pathological’
particularity he must recognize the element which gives
consistency to his Being. The split-focus in Newson’s final
mise en sceéne shows the precarious balance of Hounslow’s
Being. He 1is caught between giving in to gravity and the
sinthome as symptom which is at the very core of his Being,
and the painful climb toward knowledge -- to perhaps a better
perspective of the place where his symptom resides -- and the
loss of ontological consistency that such a climb entails. As
with Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men, the spectators are
confronted with a forced choice of juxtaposed action in the
mise en scéne. Here the experience of Hounslow’s suspension
‘between the jouissance of his self-consistency and the risk
of confrontation with the Other affects the spectators in that
they may play an active role in the creation of subjectivity
fissured between a psychical and physical sense of themselves
and the performer. The traditional debates around the
empowered agency of the spectator and the production's'
dramaturgical structure are thus fundamentally displaced: the
issue is no longer a problem of the spectators’ autonomy, in
which the entities of production and audience are fully
constituted as ‘objectivities’ which mutually delineate each
other. On the contrary, the spectator and performer emerge in
the theatre event as subjects as a result of the failure of
the psychical and physical body as substance in the process of
self-constitution. The theatre event creates the space of the
subject in revealing that it is the undecidables which form
the ground on which its dramaturgical structure is based. In
'this respect, the subject/spectator emerges in the distance
between the undecidable structure and the decision, and the
exact dimensions of any decision reached on the undecidable
terrain of the theatre event is the central task of a theory



133

of postmodern dramaturgy. The dramaturgy of DV8 Physical
Theatre represents a contribution to the highest order of this
challenge.

A theatre event is created by DV8’s physical theatre
through dramaturgical strategies which bring about a psycho-
somatic response in the spectators. The weave of actions
created by the dilated bodies of the performers engenders a
synesthesia in the spectators’ perception of the event. For
Lloyd Newson DV8 Physical Theatre originated from a desire to
open up the minds and senses of dancers; his approach to
dramaturgy has done the same for the spectators. The effect of
Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men and Enter Achilles is an
awareness on the part of the spectators that most of the time
sensory awareness in the theatre is suppressed in the ideology
of a cultural institution which celebrates the jouissance of
a passive public.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FORCED ENTERTAINMENT THEATRE CO-OPERATIVE

Sublime Narratives: A Vision of VUlherability
for ‘The Three Minute Culture’

It waslinevipable I suppose, that in setting off for
somethlqg like paradise we ended up in somewhere
more l%ke a scribbled cartoon hell... oOur
protagonists are not the owners or the makers of a
gultu:;e, a landscape or a language -- they are
1nper1tors, appropriators, lost thieves -- sent on
a journey to bring something back for us. And this
much 1s worth bearing in mind -- they may have an
identity crisis and a terrible place to live but
they also have a passion, and a sense of truth, and
bad jokes and beauty which makes them a model for
survival and impossible escape.?*?

Forced Entertainment have developed an aesthetic out
of juxtaposing realities. For well over a decade the company
has cultivated what writer and director, Tim Etchells has
called a "theatre beyond television":?** a meeting of "the
three minute culture" with a staging of poetic intensity and
sophistication. Moving from theatres to gallery spaces, from
the Manchester Central Library to a coach ride around
Sheffield, the company have developed a practice which weaves
a complex collage of historical and contemporary narratives
with popular and commercial imagery. Avoiding the conventional
critique of the ’postmodern condition’, and the cynical
distance such a perspective entails, Forced Entertainment have
developed a unique relationship to the postmodern culture in
which their theatre practice thrives. In search of belief, of
dreams and magic, among the inert commercialized debris of our
contemporary world, the performers undergo a process of
claiming intimacy and kinship with reality in its most chaotic
or banal manifestations. The performers’  vulnerable

association with their surroundings emerges through various

242 mim Etchells, "A Note on Emanuelle Enchapted,"
Performance Programme (Sheffield: Forced Entertainment

Theatre Co-operative, 1992).

243 pim Etchells, "these are a few of our (half) favourite
things," City Limits (9-17 February, 1989): 16.
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dramaturgical strategies in performance, and through such
strategies a similar openness is attempted between the
performers and the audience. The pursuit of vulnerability
becomes a driving force in the company’s work, and the demand
it makes upon the spectator is rare in the current cultural
climate. Indeed the sublime nature of this engagement is so
unique that most commentary about the company’s work -- even
that which acknowledges its sublime quality -- misses the
inherent demand posited in its dramaturgy. Existing in the
agitation and impossibility between romantic transcendence and
the insipid confines of "England, back end of the ’90s"2*
there is the radical invitation for the spectators to "be
here"?*®* -- in the conceiving and the contact, the desiring
and the obligation of a theatre event.

The company’s commitment to confront the reality they
inhabit infuses their practice of devising and performing.
This does not translate into a painstaking realism or a
concern with authenticity of form, either realistic or
naturalistic. Rather it amounts to a confrontation with the
unconscious illusions which structure reality; what people are
doing and the "ideological fantasy" which structures such
acts.?*¢* Here an understanding of subjectivity is governed by
the undecidability of these structures; as was demonstrated in
the examination of DV8 Physical Theatre, the space of the
subject emerges in the indeterminacy of the fissure between
essence and appearance.

The analysis in Chapter Three emphasized that the
dramaturgical strategies of the theatre event exist in the
suspension between the ‘real’ physical matter of the
performing body and the psychic experience of what it is to be

24¢ 7im Etchells, "A Note on Speak Bitte;ness," Speak
Bitterness Performance Programme (Sheffield: Forced
Entertainment Theatre Co-operative, 1995).

245 gee Andrew Houston, "Interview with Tim Etchells of
Forced Entertainment," Appendix One.

246 gae Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London
and New York: Verso, 1989) 30-32.
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embodied. Where the psychical and physical elements meet there
exists energy potential: a force which empowers confrontation
- and vulnerability between performer and spectator. In the work
of Forced Entertainment the sublime quality of this energy
potential is explored.

—— The Sublime Sentiment and The Negative Aesthetic --

To appreciate how sublimity is evoked in the way

Forced Entertainment create a theatre event, it 'is first
necessary to explore the relationship of the sublime to what
has been identified as a ‘theatre event’. In the Critique of
Judgement Immanuel Kant outlines a theory of the sublime,
which has served as the basis for subsequent debates
concerning the 1limits of the aesthetical, the subject’s
relationship to art, and a general -- yet necessarily open --
model for human understanding. A brief overview of Kant’s
"Analytic of the Sublime" reveals that beauty and sublimity
are opposed along the semantic axes quality/quantity,
shaped/shapeless, bounded/boundless; beauty calms and
conmforts, while sublimity excites and agitates:

'Beauty’ 1is the sentiment provoked when the

suprasensible Idea appears in the material, sensuous

medium, in its harmonious formation -- a sentiment

of immediate harmony between Idea and the sensuous

material of its expression; while the sentiment of

Sublimity is attached to chaotic, terrifyingly

limitless phenomena (rough sea, rocky

mountains)._z‘7
Above all, howevér, beauty and sublimity are opposed along the
lines pleasure/displeasure: to view an object of beauty offers
the subject pleasure, while "the object is received as Sublime
with a pleasure that is only possible through the mediation of
displeasure."?*®* It is this ‘mediation of displeasure’, in
the subject’s experience of the sublime object, which brings

about the sublime sentiment. The mediation of displeasure has

247 7i2ek, The Sublime Object of Ideoclogy 202.

24¢ Tpmanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement, transl. James Creed
Meredith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, [1928] 1986) 109.
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been the primary focus of much subsequent concern over Kant’s
Sublime. Its paradoxical Pleasure procured by displeasure
itself, has been the model for speculations about reflexive
thinking in philosophy and, in psychoanalysis, it is the exact
definition (one of' Jacques Lacan’s definitions) of enjoyment
-- jouissance.?*°
Kant’s definition of the sublime claims that we are

capable of having ideas or conceptions about a sublime object
in nature which are incapable of presentation:

The Sublime may be described in this way: It is an

object (of nature) the representation [Vorstellung]

of which determines the mind to regard the elevation

of nature beyond our reach as equivalent to a

presentation [Darstellung] of ideas.?*°
The distance between the faculties of econception and
presentation for the subject is the region of the sublime.
This anticipates Lacan’s insight that the determination of a
sublime object is that of "an object raised to the level of
the (impossible-real) Thing."?** Through Lacan, it beconmes
possible to see Kant’s Sublime as designating the relation of
the inner-worldly, empirical, sensuous object to the
transcendent, trans-phenomenal, unattainable Thing-in-Itself.
So the paradox of the sublime can be presented in the
following way: in principle, the gap separating phenomenal,
empiricai objects of experience from the Thing-in-itself is
insurmountable -~ that |is, no empirical object, no
representatioh of it can adequately present the Thing (the
suprasensible Idéa); but the sublime is an object in which we
can experience this very impossibility, the permanent failure
of the representation to reach after the Idea-Thing.*** Thus,

by means of the very failure of representation, we can have a

249 zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 202.
%0 gant, Critique of Judgement 119.

%1 Tacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (Seminar VII)
as quoted in Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 202.

252 7i2ek, The Sublime Obiject of Ideology 202.
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presentation of the true dimension of the Idea-Thing. This is
also why an object evoking in us the feeling of sublime
sentiment gives us simultaneous pleasure and displeasure: it
gives us displeasure because of its inadequacy to the Idea-
Thing, but precisely through this inadequacy it gives us
pleasure by indicating the true, incomparable greatness of the
Idea-Thing, surpassing every possible phenomenal, empirical
experience. For Kant nature -- in its most chaotic, boundless,
terrifying dimension -- is best qualified to awaken in us the
feeling of sublime sentiment: here, where the aesthetic
imagination is strained to its utmost, where all finite
determinations dissolve themselves, the failure appears at its
purest.

Slavoj Zizek reminds us that Kant’s theory of the

Sublime marks a unique point in his system, a point at which
the fissure, the gap between phenomenon and Thing-in-itself,
is abolished in this negative way, because 1in it the
phenomenon’s very inability to represent the Idea-Thing
adequately is inscribed in the phenomenon itself -- or, as
Kant puts it,

even if the Ideas of reason can be in no way

adequately represented [in the sensuous-phenomenal

world], they can be revived and evoked in the mind

by means of this very inadequacy which can be

presented in a sensuous way.?**?
This raises a critical point of contention with Kant’s theory,
and Zizek makes use of G.W.F. Hegel’s dialectical challenge to
Kant in Lessons on the Philosophy of Religion to reexamine the
way in which the sublime is applied to contemporary aesthetic
issues. Contrary to what might be expected, Hegel does not try
to use dialectical discourse -- a determinate, particular
phenomenon =-- to somehow represent Kant’s suprasensible
Idea.?® As Zizek informs us, the Hegelian criticism is much
more radical: it does not affirm, in opposition to Kant, the

possibility of some kind of redonciliation-mediation between

253 gant, Critique of Judgement 127.
254 goe Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideologqy 202-205.
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Idea and phenomena; the possibility of surmounting the gap
which separates them, of abolishing the radical "otherness’,
the radical negative relationship of the Idea-Thing to
phenomena. Rather, Hegel’s position is a deconstruction of
Kant’s; and such modification is essential to an application
of the sublime to the theatre event.

Hegel is not in opposition to Kant; he too asserts an
attempt to reach the Idea-Thing through the breakdown of the
field of phenomena, by driving the logic of representation to
its utmost. Hegel 1is not trying to make dialectical
speculation grasp the Idea-Thing ’‘in itself’, from itself, as
its pure Beyond, without a negative reference or relationship
to the field of representation. In fact, Hegel is in complete
agreement with Kant’s theory up to this point; he adds nothing
to Kant’s notion of the sublime, instead, as Zizek has
identified: Hegel takes the sublime more literally than Kant.
In retaining the basic dialectical moment of the sublime,
Hegel’s approach emphasizes the notion that the 1Idea is
reached through purely negative presentation, and that the
very inadequacy of the phenomenality to the Idea-Thing is the
only appropriate way to present it. For Hegel there is nothing
beyond phenomenality, beyond the field of representation. The
experience of radical negativity, of the radical inadequacy of
all phenomena to the Idea, the experience of the radical
fissure between the two -- this is the experience of the
sublime sentiment in the subject. Thus, the sublime sentiment
is the Idea itself as ’‘pure’, radical negativity.

Kant confines the experience of the sublime to
examples from nature (rough sea, mountain precipices, and so
forth). In doing so, he completely by-passes the fact that a
human act can also trigger such an experience. By displacing
the dominant status placed by Kant upon the sublime object to
a greater emphasis upon what it is to experience the sublime -
- in the sublime sentiment -- Zizek uses Hegel’s modification
of Kant to develop a theory of sublimity for our contemporary
world. This shift in focus from object to experience, occurs

with the understanding that the experience essentially remains
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the same, minus its transcendent presupposition =-- the
presupposition that this experience indicates, in a negative
way, some transcendent Thing-in-itself persisting in its
positivity beyond it. This essentially means that we must
limit ourselves to what is immanent to this experience, to
pure negativity, to the negative self-relationship of the
representation. In doing away with the presupposition of the
sublime object as a positive entity beyond phenomenal
representation we do away with the metaphysical dependence
upon its presence outside the representational apparatus.

This is a reiteration of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s
observations about representational Kknowledge, cited in
Chapter Two using the theatrical-representational apparatus.
In Kant’s theory, through the phenomenon of conceiving the
sublime object, there 1is a theatrical-representational
apparatus at work which, although it admittedly fails to
represent the object, still creates a seductive illusion of an
original presence in the absent object -- nature’s grandeur --
despite this failure of representation. Kant’s sublime object
possesses the same seductive presence as Lyotard’s absent
referent -- the dead God, the ’‘Great Zero’ as he calls it --
in the theatrical-representational apparatus.?* Here
representation on the ’‘stage’ is based on an absence which, as
Geoffrey .Bennington notes, is "privileged by its being placed
out of reach, beyond representation as posited within
representation."**® Lyotard follows a similar deconstruction
of Kant’s sublime as he applies it to his analysis of
postmodernism; where representational strategies create the
displacement of the sublime object from a position of
exteriority to that which operates in the relationality
between various frames of representation.

In "Answering The Question: What is Postmodernism?",

Lyotard focuses on the sublime experience of contemplating our

255 gee Chapter Two.

2% ceoffrey Bennington, Lyotard: Writing the Event
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988) 1l4.
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technologically complex world when he says, "We have the Idea
of the world (the totality of what it is), but we do not have
the capacity to show an example of it."*” Here Lyotard is
speaking about the sublime sentiment felt in the face of
postmodern reality. Whereas the romantic sensibility of Kant’s
sublime attempts to bear witness to the inexpressibility of
this reality -- through the representational distancing of
the ’‘absent’ object -- the ‘avant-garde’ quality of Lyotard’s
sublime posits the inexpressible in the immediacy of the
present moment of confrontation, in what Lyotard defines as
"the ‘it happens’" of an event.*®® The space between the
subject’s immanent perception of an event’s occurrence is
juxtaposed with the cognition of the event’s criteria,
occasioned by the question ’‘what is happening?’. For Lyotard,
the location of the sublime in postmodernism is in this event:
the speculative space opened up by the perception of the
forces, intensities, and libidinal drives of presentation
which effect the signifying strategies of representation. The
subject’s openness to this event of speculation, to the
indeterminacy of perception here, 1is an openness to the
vulnerability of the sublime sentiment in thinking about --
and in experiencing -- the world. Similar to the effect
created in Zizek’s use of Hegel to transform Kant, Lyotard’s
sublime -opens up a space within the (theatrical-)
representational apparatus through its attempt "to present the
fact that there is an unpresentable,"**® in the immanent
experience of this negative self-relationship of

257 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A report

on knowledge, transl. Geoffrey Bennington and Brian Massumi
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984) 78.

%8 Jean-Francois Lyotard, "The Sublime and the Avant-Garde,"

The Lyotard Reader, ed. Andrew Benjamin (Oxford and
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1989) 199.

In The Postmodern Condition Lyotard also combines his notion
of the avant-garde with the postmodernism because hg sees
the two as sharing a similar sensibility and critical
practice within the modernist project.

2%° 1yotard, "The Sublime and the Avant-Garde" 206.
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representation to presentation.

Lyotard refers to the speculative space opened up
within representation as simply the ‘negative representation’
of the sublime, and he identifies that it can lead to two
possible speculations: the first and lesser, which Lyotard
describes as "on the side of melancholia" emphasizes "the
powerlessness of the faculty of presentation", falling back on
"the nostalgia for presence"?**° of Kant’s romanticism. It is
a wishing back for an objectifiable reality and the
recognition of 1loss, within modern experience, of '"real
unity", of "the transparent and communicable experience". It
is this ’‘nostalgia’ for a metaphysical presence of unity, and
a desire for the mastery such unity is thought to provide,
which brings about the kind of cynical distance expressed by
much critical commentary about ‘the postmodern condition’.
Lyotard’s second speculation on negative representation is
called "novatio", and it emphasizes "the power of the faculty
to conceive" -- which he distinguishes from the faculty of
understanding. Here Lyotard stresses the invention of "new
rules of the game", and he valorizes artists and art forms
that refuse "recognisable consistency" and the reduction to
the unity of the cognizant, to the nostalgia of presence.
Through the invocation of pleasure and pain -- the agitation
of the -sublime sentiment -- Lyotard demands that the
postmodern put forward the unpresentable in presentation
itself.

Lyotard’s interest in the inventive potential of the

'novatio’ sublime is what prevents him from articulating an

’aesthetics of the sublime’ -- to do so would be to present
the unpresentable. Instead what he is proposing is, as
Beardsworth calls it, a "negative aesthetic"** =-- which

alludes to what falls outside the realm of presentation

through a negative presentation. For Lyotard there is a

260 Tvotard, The Postmodern Condition 80.

261 pichard Beardsworth, "On the Critical ‘Post’: Lyotard’s

Agitated Judgement," Judging Lyotard, ed. Andrew Benjamin
(London and New York: Routledge, 1992) 53.
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performativity -- a putting forward -- that is implicit in
this negative presentation which is grounded in the notion of
‘an event’. Such ’‘eventhood’ arises from the relinquishing of
"preestablished rules" and the barring of "’familiar
categories’ of judgement because such ’‘rules and categories
are what the work itself is looking for’."?s? The insistence
on invention and experimentation precludes the insertion of
the operations of critique -- interpretation, evaluation, and
judgement. As Lyotard describes this "anterior future"
position, the artist and writer "are working without rules in
order to formulate the rules of what will have been done. "2
This is the radical singularity of happening of the theatre
event outlined in Chapter Two; it is Lyotard’s radical sublime
within the theatrical-representational apparatus, subverting
its representational layers as it moves "towards the infinity
of plastic experiment rather than any lost absolute."2** The
once transcendent sublime Idea-Thing is now an empty place, a
void -- open for experimentation; the pure Nothing of the
sublime’s negative aesthetic can ’‘give body’ to the absolute
negativity of the Idea-Thing. This opens up an opportunity for
the freedom of indeterminate experimentation on the part of
the artist, which gives rise to an indeterminacy of
speculative response in the spectator’s Jjudgement of the
event. In Hegel, this takes the form of "infinite Jjudgement," -
a judgement in which the subject and predicate are "radically
incompatible, incomparable."**®* In the dramaturgy of Forced
Entertainment it is the Jjuxtaposed meeting of such
’incompatible, incomparable' elements which opens up culture
as a place of dispute and speculation; where ‘infinite

262 1yotard, The Postmodern Condition 81.

263 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition 81.

8¢ ILyotard as quoted in Beardsworth 69.

25 Hegel’s ‘infinite judgement’ can be seen as analogous to
Lyotard’s concept of ‘judging without criteria’ -- where the
subject is said to judge without a predetermined theory, or
in an indeterminate manner. See Chapter Two.
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judgement’ demands radical vulnerability on the part of the
spectators.

—— The Pragmatics of Sublime Narratives —-

To examine the theatre created by Forced Entertainment
over the past decade is to experience a phenomenon which is
"part autobiography, part archive, part historical meditation
and part theoretical speculation."?*®* While the company’s
practice has evolved through specific representations of the
British urban culture from which it has emerged, this
relationship 1is continuously transmuted in its negative
presentation through the desires, fears, and anguish of the
practitioners. These forces of negative presentation create a
sublime displacement of the autobiographical, archival, and
historical representation in the company’s narration of their
culture:

Walking in the city they’d use an almost conscious
confusion -- what were they trying to solve -- the
latest show or the city itself? Eating pizza after
late-night rehearsals they’d see a riotous hen party
-- a woman dancing on the table and pulling her
tights off as she danced. They’d discover a blind
man negotiating his way through the tangle of
builders’ scaffolding near their rehearsal space on
the Wicker =-- the city’s most notorious has-peen
street. They’d ask why aren’t these things
represented in the show? How could a map of the
country include these things? Why isn’t the texture
of the show as desperate and gaudy and vital as
these things?**’
The theatre event created opens up a space of speculation for
the spectators in this ’texture’ of Jjuxtaposed elements --
where narrative representation meets the pragmatics of
negative presentation in performance. The dramaturgical

strategies which give rise to this performance text(-ure)

266 porced Entertainment Theatre Cooperative, "A Decade of
Forced Entertainment," Performance Research, Volume 1,

Number 1 (Spring 1996): 73.

267 porced Entertainment, "A Decade of Forced Entertainment":
77-78.
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create a sublime narrative of British urban culture. The use

of the term ‘narrative’ differs here from its more
conventional usage in that it is not a concept which promises
to unlock the meaning of culture; rather, as a sublime
expression of a negative aesthetic, narrative becomes a figure
which opens up culture to speculation and transformation. As
narrative representation is juxtaposed with its ’pragmatics’
of negative presentation in performance, a sublime narrative
is created whereby the effects of ‘transmission’ are both
constitutive and disruptive of meaning.

The concept of narrative pragmatics has its origins in
Lyotard’s discontent with the cultural metanarratives used to
give meaning to our contemporary world.32s® Briefly, his
interest in the pragmatics of transmission is a concern for
judging narratives which can be held separate from their
representational (either metaphysical or positivist) claims to
truth. Narration here is not the tool that enforces a
subjective perspective, since the subject that narrates is
itself constituted by being narrated. Instilled with the
inventive potential of Lyotard’s ‘novatio’ sublime, narrative
pragmatics take 1into account the performativity and
transmissional eventhood in each attempt at narration. Indeeqd,
the ’‘pragmatic’ effects of the negative aesthetic in Forced
Entertainment’s sublime narratives demand an act of response
-- a narrative in itself -- from the spectators. In this
respect, the theatre event can be seen as the meeting of many
narratives, the pragmatic interaction of which constitutes its
eventhood: the working out and the judging of rules and
categories for which the event is searching.

Sublime narratives emerge out of the dramaturgical
strategies Forced Entertainment use in creating a theatre
event with the spectators. In the company’s history of
practice, despite a diverse array of content, there are
notable fascinations with certain forms these narratives can

take; two such forms, significant to the creation of the

2¢¢ gee Chapter One.
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sublime, are that of confession and mapping. The company’s
dramaturgical process has often emphasized the exploration of
both narrative techniques, and this has culminated in
productions devoted to each. The confessional reaches its apex
in the live art and theatre productions of Speak Bitterness
(1995), while the experience of mapping is given full
exploration in the retrospective, A Decade of Forced
Entertainment (1994) and Nights in This City (1995). The

following analysis will examine the significance of each

narrative technique to the company’s dramaturgical
development; focus will be given to these productions as well
as those. which demonstrate how specific dramaturgical
strategies have established a pragmatic basis for sublime
narratives in the creation of a theatre event.

—-— Confession as Forced Entertainment --

Reflecting on the influence of confession in Speak
Bitterness, and how it has come to feature prominently in
Forced Entertainment’s more recent productions, Director Tim

Etchells says,
Speak Bitterness came out of a long-standipg
fascination with confession. Moments or sections in
other shows of ours going right back to 1985 have
explored or hinted at this territory. So Speak
Bitterness is in some ways the culmination of a
whole strand of our work.?**
Perhaps the most prominent examples of confession 1in the
company’s work before Speak Bitterness are found in Emanuelle
Enchanted (1992) and Marina & Lee (1991). In the latter, at a
particular point in the performance, the spectators are
suddenly brightly lit and the performers begin a series of
confessions to the now clearly visible audience, and thus the
idea for Speak Bitterness was conceived. In the former, the
mise en scéne of a stage within a stage provides a space for

quotation, a frame of action within a larger frame, from which

26> pim Etchells, "Some Notes on Speak Bitterness," Press
Release (Sheffield: Forced Entertainment Theatre Co-

operative).
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confessions may be made against the confusion of the 'world’
staged all around. As the notes to the text suggest, Emanuelle
Enchanted is a collection of narrative fragments which present
the events of a single night, "a night of crisis which is
perhaps both personal and global."*® Within the inner frame
of action, various ’scenes’ are played out in a space which
alternates between a television newsroom and a variety of
domestic locations but, as the settings which delineate this
space are nearly always in motion, the performers must
maintain a continuous engagement with the chaos of the larger
frame. Indeed, the narratives of confession examined in this
production can only have their sublime effect when presented
at the limits of the representational apparatus of the inner
frame, where they may be juxtaposed with the action of the
outer frame. It is therefore important to examine how the
dramaturgical strategy of a two-framed mise en scéne becomes
a pragmatic device for the transmission of these narratives.

From the beginning of Emanuelle Enchanted, the mise en
scéne is energized by the comings and goings of a vast array
of ’‘characters’. This '"panoramic glimpse" of humanity,
however, is costumed in clothing which has obviously come from
a second-hand shop, and carries cardboard signs with hastily
written identifications, such as: "Miss Deaf America, dJoe
Walker (Not Guilty), A Dumb Fuck With No Idea, A Telepath (Age
12), The Blonde Girl From Abba, A King (Usurped)"?* and so
forth. At times the performers’ actions, costumes, and signs
will seem an appropriate match, but at other times they will
not; throughout the sequence, attempts to ‘become’ each of
these cardboard-sign-characters appear committed, even if
sometimes full of self-doubt. The overall impression is "a
kaleidoscope of fictions in which characters displaced from a

multitude of narratives appear and disappear in the space;

270 pim Etchells, Emanuelle Enchanted (or A Description of

This World As If It Were A Beautiful Place), unpublished
(1992/3) 4.

271 gtchells, Emanuelle Enchanted 7.
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summoned up by the performers, presented and then
abandoned."** The accelerated display is that of a vast,
urban population. For the spectators it becomes necessary to
let go of expectations of conventional character, setting, and
textual structures. Performer, Richard Lowdon comments:
We like the collision of ’Elvis Presley, The Dead
Singer’ with ‘A Till Girl With a Gun’, and ‘Banquo’s
Ghost’ wandering somewhere in the background... When
we decided that that section was going to go first,
it felt like an extremely good way of saying to an
audience, ‘If you were going to be concerned about
character while watching this show, forget it now.
It’s no use because the show’s only six minutes old
and you have already seen probably 150 different
names and people, who may or may not be
connected.?*”?

This challenge to audience expectations  has
occasionally met with hostile criticism. Writing in the pilot
issue of Hybrid magazine, Deborah Levy responded to the
beginning of Emanuelle Enchanted in the following way: "Thirty
minutes into all this postmodern suffering and disaffection,
we know exactly where we are", and then summing up for ‘all’
spectators she says, "we all 1love it and hate it. So
what?"?’* Andrew Quick identifies this as clearly a gquiding
sentiment in Levy’s criticism of contemporary British
performance and theatre, and he cites the following
observation from her work entitled Walks on Water to support
this assertion. Levy is quoted as saying that British avant-
garde performance "has reduced itself to a flattened post-
modern pastiche' in which performers lament the death of

everything in thin fragmented shows."?’® At first glance, the

?72 Etchells, Emanuelle Enchanted 6.

> Forced Entertainment Theatre Cooperative, 57 Questions
for Forced Entertainment, video interview (London: ICA

Video, 1995).

274 Levy as quoted in Andrew Quick, "Searching for Redemptiow
with cardboard Wings: Forced Entertainment and the Sublime,
Contemporary Theatre Review, Volume 2, Number 2 (1994): 26.

275 As quoted in Quick: 26.
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cynical distance of such criticism appears to entirely miss
the sublime‘incursion of Forced Entertainment’s theatre ang
vet, under further scrutiny, Levy’s critique is an ironic
manifestation of what Lyotard has identified as the nostalgic
sublime. As discussed above, such nostalgia for presence in
representation is a kind of ‘recognition of loss’ in the
aesthetic experience, and the result of a melancholic response
to the sublime’s negative representation. In this 1light,
Levy’s dismissal of Emanuelle FEnchanted as just another
example of ’‘flattened post-modern pastiche’ is less a valid

criticism of the work itself and more an example of her
unwillingness to engage in the speculative response the work
demands. The opportunity for speculation missed here is that
in ‘the death of everything’, especially the death of the
presupposition of some positive entity beyond phenomenal
representation, there is paradoxically the experience of its
beyond. It is precisely in the presentation of negativity to
its notion, of the utmost inadequacy of the notion of the
sublime to the spectacle of performers struggling with
cardboard signs and second-hand clothes, that the spectators
may speculate about the sublime experience.

Concerning the role of confession as a narrative in
this sublime experience, Quick is appropriately critical of
Levy’s superficial dismissal and, with reference to the action
of the inner frame, identifies that it is not simply "an
evacuated space of quotation", but one inhabited by "a group
of performers who, through a sense of compulsion and
hesitancy, express both the desire and inability to describe
and name those things which speak of a beyond to these
limits."?”* While this analysis convincingly places Forced
Entertainment’s theatre within the context of the postmodern
sublime, Quick betrays the radical possibility of this
analysis when, in apparent appeasement to Levy’s dismissal, he
upholds her nostalgia using a neo-romantic perspective of
identifying the unpresentable in presentation as a "territory

27¢ Quick: 29.
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of transcendence."*” Dpespite an acknowledgement of the
negative aesthetic at work in Lyotard’s refigquring of the
sublime, and its appropriate application to the dramaturgy of
Forced Entertainment, Quick shuns the demand for speculation
and vulnerability on the part of the spectators in this
process and instead favours romantic transcendence:
[I]t is surprising that critics have failed or have
chosen.to lgnore the evocations of transcendental
potential and the redemptive force of romanticism
exlstent in Forced Entertainment’s work. Operating
alongside and within the fractured and mediatized
landscapes of their fictions, a brutality of
assertiop, of repetition, materializes around
possibility, perfection and otherness. This eidetic
repositioning of the absolute, of the
transcendental, within the realm of experience but
beyond description, is:abandoned and forgotten by
the homogenizing power of the ’‘postmodern’ (concept
or critique).?*®
Quick rightly makes use of Lyotard’s sublime to explore the
effects of a negative aesthetic between performer and
spectator in Forced Entertainment’s work; his analysis errs,
however, when he posits the sublime in a neo-romantic light:
in the "inexpressible/un-presentable” moments in
representation which "open out [my italics] the limits of
representation."*”® In Quick’s ’‘search for redemption’ beyond
the theatrical-representational apparatus, he misses the far
more radical impact of Lyotard’s sublime which operates within
representation, in the presentation of the unpresentable, and
the force this negative relationship has upon the spectators
in Forced Entertainment’s dramaturgy.

A clear example of a sublime narrative of confession
in Emanuelle Enchanted occurs during the five "Curtain Texts"
spaced throughout the performance. As their title suggests,
these texts are usually presented downstage of the inner

frame, before the curtain, and in the style of a prologue or as

*77 Quick: 29.
7% Quick: 27.
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an aside to the action within the inner frame. While much of
the content of the Curtain Texts, as well as their precise
connection to the rest of the performance, is deliberately
left up to the spectators, the staging of each text presents
particular dramaturgical impulses which demand a pragmatic
reading. Each text is staged at the meeting place between the
inner and outer frames of the mise en scéne, and thus they
become confessions concerning the performers’ relation to each
frame, and a comment on the Jjuxtapositional relationship
between frames. The following excerpt, from Curtain Text Two,
combines the performers’ agitation in the face of the chaos of
the outer frame with their struggle over the inadequate means
of representation at their disposal within the inner frame:

Performers run for position as if to start a scene.
Cathy closes the curtain, approaches the audience as
if to speak but as she is about to do so Robin
surprises her by pulling the curtain open again.
Cathy shuts the curtain again, determined to say her
piece. Robin opens it again, equally determined to
prevent her. Cathy closes the curtain a third time
and Robin again opens it, standing stage left and
yanking it out of her hands. Cathy stands downstage
right, angry, and waits. Robin and Richard exchange
a look. Robin slowly, sheepishly shuts the curtain.
Cathy smiles, a victory smile and then speaks.

Cathy: That strange night when the rain stopped we
started on some magic acts to keep away the cold. It
was all FRIGHTENING MAGIC and appearing and
disappearing and REVELATION and LOSS for us then. It
was all FOLDING and HIDING and slipping away.

This is the life that we lived then, in the city in
the chaos, in the dark...

Cathy opens the curtain as if hoping to present her
scene. Robin shakes his head and closes the curtain
again. Ccathy follows him angrily but Robin waves her
back behind the curtain. Cathy departs, rolling her
eyes at Robin.

Robin: The night the rain stopped was wild and cold
and full of strange noises and we did magic acts and
were scared for each other and ourselves. We
practised CLOSING BOTH EYES TIGHT WHILST DRIVING
DOWN A ROAD, we practised EXHIBITION OF DUST. We
practised HAUNTED GOLF. We worked on YOU’'RE GOING
HOME IN A FUCKING AMBULANCE. This is the...
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Richaqd who haq stuck his head out to watch Robin
speaking gags him at this point and drags him behind

the curtain.?*°
The performers’ compulsion and hesitancy, their desire yet
inability to represent their experience, are the
transmissional means by which the spectators are affected by
these sequences.

The confessions of the Curtain Texts can be seen as
creating sublime narratives on two related levels. First, the
conflict in transmission -- ‘staged’ by the performers --
between each narrative disrupts how they are meant to be
experienced as a whole; as each confession demands a singular
‘reading’, the more conventional structures and linkages of
theatrical narrative -- premise, theme, and plot -- are
abandoned. Each confession can be seen as a ‘little
narrative’, resisting transformation into a ’‘grand-’ or meta-
narrative of meaning which might bind them into a unified
interpretation. Lyotard explains this by means of a
distinction between parallel and serial disposition. Grand
narratives link little narratives in parallel, either around
(about) a referent (as in classicism) or an original sender
(as in modernism). Serial narratives, which Lyotard identifies
with poétmodernism, are not trying to ‘add up’ to a new truth;
they do not promise to reveal an artist’s innovative, avant-
garde pefspective of the world.?®* The confessions of the
Curtain Texts can be seen as serial narratives in that, rather
than offering an-inventive, new gesture which might revive the
truth of theatre; they seek to testify to a theatre event; the
truth of which is in the dramaturgical force of these
narratives, and their perceptual effects upon the spectators’
speculation about this event.

The second level of consideration, then, emerges from
the challenge to the spectators: how they are meant to come to
terms with the perceptual effects of serial narratives. As the

280 pr+chells, Emanuelle Enchanted 13.

281 gi1]1 Readings, Introducing Lyotard (London and New York:
Routledge, 1991) 72-74.
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linkages between serial narratives are significantly
determined by the pragmatics of transmission, the spectators-
perception of their transmissional affects becomes a primary
factor in a meaningful engagement with the performance. There
are a number of dramaturgical strategies at work in the
Curtain Texts which open up a sublime space of speculation for
the spectators. As the performers vie for confession, they
subvert certain expectations established within the inner
frame; although each confession presents itself as a
subversion of previous narratives, it is moreover an
effacement of a character established previously and a
presentation of the performers’ uneasiness with the fictions
which they take on. Instancés of uncertainty, hesitation, or
the privacy of refusal all work to create a synesthetic
response from the spectators: where perceptual sensation
affects cognition of what is happening.?®? Susan Melrose
likens such engagement in the theatre to an intersection of
electro-magnetic fields, and ‘'“"something like the clash and
blendings of body-heat (i.e.:’Those two hit it off’; or,
'There’s no chemistry between them’), and of the place of
'writing’ in this scene."**®* For Melrose, synesthesia in the
spectators’ experience of theatre is where semiotics refers
less to decision-making among meaningful systemic options, and
more to decision-making between felt and feeling—-engendering
options. In the spectators’ reading of these confessional
narratives, it is the sensation of perceived energies which
synesthetically affect cognition, and this is the place of the
sublime in the  theatre event. The subversion of
representational elements of character, language, and setting
-- through the dramaturgical force of confession -- creates a
synesthesia (a perceptual force) for the spectators; between
the sublime Idea represented in a poetic confession about
’revelation and loss’ and the actuality of its chaotic

%2 gee Chapter Two.

283 gusan Melrose, A Semiotics of the Dramatic Text (London:
Macmillan Press, 1994) 217.
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presentation. The pragmatics of this transmission exist in a
negative presentation of the unpresentable sublime, which
evokes the agitation of sublime sentiment in the spectators.
Forced Entertainment initiate this profound inadequacy

between sensual perception and conceptual understanding
through various dramaturgical strategies which ’destabilize’
the spectators’ response. In the confessional narratives of
Emanuelle Fnchanted the destabilization of the spectators’
gaze takes on a further dimension in the juxtaposition of the
visual and verbal elements of these narratives. The co-
presence of discordant fields of verbal and visual
signification further create a de-centring to the spectators’
gaze; this negative relationship has the potential to create
a sense of agitated speculation in the spectators, as David
Gale suggests in his review of Emanuelle Enchanted:

. ..The person wearing the crown usually has dreadful

second-hand clothes and 1looks 1ill. This is a

recurring image in Forced Entertainment’s work and,

in the latest show, he holds a placard made from the

side of a box of soap or potatoes or something.

Printed on the placard, in careful schoolboy

capitals, is the legend ‘A King (Usurped)’... The

King is such a bad actor. They all are, in fact.

They don’t seem to have a clue. You only really know

what they are because of the placards... They don’t

even wear make-up. This would certainly help because

they are all so pale. When they take their clothes

off, which they do a lot, their bodies look like

your house plants do when you get back from

Spain.=**
The severe visual presentation of the performers’ bodies which
look ’ill’, of the ’dreadful second-hand clothes’, and of the
cardboard ‘placard’ are juxtaposed with a spoken text of
poetic longing; and what Gale also describes as "lost souls on
the stage, [who] despite their listlessness, are driven by a
fervent desire for magic and for love."®®* It 1is the

discordant meeting of these verbal and visual elements in the

284 pavid Gale, "The real thing," Time Out (19-25 October
1992): 24.

285 za3le, "The real thing."
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negative aesthetic of the confessional narratives which brings
about a sublime sentiment for the spectators: an agitated
speculation about their own narrative, their own subjectivity,
in relation to the many juxtaposed elements of the narratives
they experience in this performance.

Within the representational structures of a carefully
flattened postmodern mise en scéne: the bad acting and
television scenarios of the inner frame, or the barrage of
tabloid legends on cardboard signs in the outer frame, or
indeed even in the lyricism of the spoken confessions, there
is a failure of all these representations to signify the
subjectivity of either any of the characters presented or any
of the performers doing the presenting. At the limit of these
many representational strategies is the inert leftover of
their presentation on stage: the tangible presence of the
piles of tattered cardboard, the bare ply-wood flats, the odds
and ends of second-hand clothes, and the ashen bodies of the
performers. This, in effect, is the subjectivity confessed to
in Forced Entertainment’s work, the 1leftover that is a
'miserable little piece of the real’ which has broken off
from, yet remains rattling about within, the theatrical-
representational apparatus. The subject 1is precisely
correlative of this leftover, and yet this leftover resists
subjectivity, embodying the impossibility which ‘is’ the
subject.

In Marina & ILee, the protagonist Marina Oswald
rtravels’ like .a pantomime figure through what Quick has
described as "a flickering landscape sculpted from the media’s
detritus -- cowboy shoot outs, opera, kung-fu fights, women
with guns pleading for their lives, sex shows and product
placements."?®*® Marina’s journey to meet with her dead lover,
Lee Harvey Oswald, is the central action of the performance
and is ’enacted’ in her wanderings back and forth between the
curtains at the front of the stage. Similar to the staging of

the Curtain Text confessions in Fmanuelle Enchanted, Marina

286 quick: 32.
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occasionally punctuates her travels with 'Travelling Texts’:
which take the form of confessed comparisons between aspects
of her inward journey with acts found in her travels through
‘the media’s detritus’, staged around her. Here she compares
her situation to that of various movie heroines:

I’m on the road again. Like Claudia Cardinalle [sic]
in that sex film LOVE A LITTLE, DRINK A LOT I’m
living on bravely after an unfortunate car crash,
frightened of the future, a bit bored of the present
and unable to remember the past...

My life is a shadow of one lived in the real world.

Look.'Just look. My name 1is a serious breach of

copyright, or at least that’s how it seems. Like

Elizabeth Taylor after she had a stomach infection

I’m very thin but very sexy in a white dress.?*”
Marina’s Jjourney takes her through a turbulent world not
unlike that staged 1in Emanuelle Enchanted; for her the
Travelling Texts are a way of coming to terms with the chaos
which surrounds her. Etchells describes her journey:

Like the rest of us, Marina would like to have a

neat and simple story but it doesn’t seem possible

anymore. As she journeys she is interrupted by ever

more strange and chaotic actions, as though she has

wandered into the wrong performance... As she walks

she describes her Jjourney through a bizarre,

contradictory landscape that is part desert, part

c1ty, and part paradise.?®®
Marina’s Travelling Texts demonstrate the same serial
narrative quality as the confessions of the Curtain Texts in
Emanuelle Enchanted; their ironic diversity, from the angelic
to the banal creates a destabilization in how the spectators
may ’‘read’ her character. Moreover, as representations of how
she sees herself to be, they stand in marked juxtaposition to
her appearance, costumed as she is in a guise of absurd
masculinity: a cowboy hat, badly painted facial hair, and a
large plastic penis which hangs between her legs. When Marina

says she is "like an angel in early Italian paintings -- kind

287 mip Etchells, Marina & lLee unpublished (1991) 6-7.
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of serene and gorgeous but depressed"?®® the spectators are
confronted with an extreme contradiction between the visual
presentation and this 1linguistic representation of her
character. As with the confessions in Emanuelle Enchanted the
spectators may experience a synesthesia with this discord in
visual and verbal signification, which has an effect on their
speculation about Marina.

As Marina progresses through this landscape, her words
are at times tentative and her gestures unsure, reflecting the
half-imagined and half-acknowledged distance between what she
describes and what is actually happening on the stage around
her. Quick aptly identifies Claire Marshall’s performance of
Marina as one of "exquisite naivety". Moving from various
attempts to insert herself into the landscape, participating
in caricatured kung-fu fights and burlesque sex shows, she
eventually meets with her dead 1lover Lee Harvey Oswald
(Richard Lowdon). The positioning of the reunion of Marina and
Lee in the final scene of the performance, seems a culmination
of, as Quick describes it, "an extraordinary moment of
reconciliation and an act of faith."?*° As Lee appears on a
monitor, the ’‘object’ of Marina’s bizarre journey seems to be
achieved: a reunion with her lover, in the opportunity to
speak with him from beyond his death via a video monitor. In
this final dialogue Lee laments his death, they pledge their
love for one another, and their exchange is endowed with a
spirit of nostalgia and beauty, as Lee says,

I dream of;you with the till-girls and the Dixon
boys, walking past the last streetlamp and into the
dark. They dance the smiling and the hurrying, the
looking for something in the world.**
Quick has argued that it is precisely at such "arrested
moments" that nostalgia and beauty erase other "modalities and
energies" in the performance. Here textual signification

289 ptchells, Marina & lee 5.

290 quick: 32.
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gathers the various performative drives into a regime of
meaning; where, as he explains,

thg Fextpal acts homogengously on the aesthetic,

felntgggig'pegﬁgrmazigg glfferences in'the name ?f

hgzzver shabby thegr cogstefgsgioggé”z peautiful’,
While this assessment is accurate concerning the signification
of much of Marina’s text of romantic longing, Quick’s analysis
omits the implications of the startling presentation of this
scene: here we have an amorous téte-a-téte between a woman
made up like an obscene caricature of the Marlboro Man and her
partner, on a video monitor, who is wearing a false nose and
glasses. The presentation of these characters in this garb
subverts the immediate aesthetic experience of beauty and
nostalgic transcendence, suggested by Quick, presenting"
instead something closer to what Hegel calls a ’speculative
proposition’: a proposition whose terms are incompatible,
without common measure. As Hegel identifies in the Preface to
the Phenomenology of Spirit, to grasp the true meaning of such
a proposition we must go back and read it over again, because
its meaning arises from the very failure of the first,
’immediate’ reading.?**® The perceptual effect of a
synesthetic discord between the crude visual presentation and
the romantic signification of the spoken text is the creation
of the sublime sentiment for the spectators. For Hegel, the
discord of this synesthetic sensation, the force of its
negativity coincides with a spiritual subjectivity. Rather
than finding the subject’s spiritual relation to some
boundless, metaphysical beyond, Hegel’s Spirit exists in the
inert debris of the world, and the speculation of spiritual
subjectivity is a process initiated by the extremely negative
relation between what he distinguishes as ’‘the Spirit’ and

’the bone’.

22 ouick: 33.

293 Georqg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Phenomenology of
Spirit, transl. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1977) v-ix.
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Zizek demonstrates that Hegel’s speculative
proposition, ‘the Spirit is a bone’, brings about the
phenomena of sublime sentiment in the subject who contemplates
the relationship between the radically discordant terms
‘spirit’ and ‘bone’. In the theatre event this can be
understood as the ’‘pure negative movement of the subject’ in
response to the ‘total inertia of a rigid object’ which fills
out the void in representation through its presentation in the
mise en scéne. The passage from physiognomy to phrenology in
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit provides the basis for Zizek’s
sublime adaptation of the concept of speculative proposition.
For Hegel "physiognomy" is considered "the language of the
body, the expression of the subject’s interior in his
spontaneous gestures and grimaces."*** Physiognomy belongs to
the level of language, of signifying representation: a certain
corporeal element (a gesture, a dJgrimace) represents,
signifies, the non-corporeal interior of the subject. However,
as Zizek points out, the final result of physiognomy is its
utter failure: every signifying representation ‘betrays’ the
subject. This ’body language' in fact perverts or deforms what
it is supposed to reveal; there is no ’‘proper’ signifier of
the subject.?**® The passage from physiognomy to phrenology
functions as the change of level from representation to
presence: in opposition to gestures and grimaces, the skull is
not a sign expressing an interior; it represents nothing; it
is =-- in its very inertia -- the immediate presence of the
Spirit. To Zizek’s Lacanian analysis, the phrenology of the
bone, the skull, is thus an object which, by means of its
presence, fills out the void, the impossibility of the
signifying representation of the subject.

In the final scene of Marina & Lee, the presentation
of her costume of absurd masculinity and his Groucho Marx

.disguise provides an immediate presence of inert objects
which, when juxtaposed with the signification of this love

24 gegel 195 and Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 208.

295 74170k, The Sublime Object of Ideology 208.
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scene, become objectifications of the lack in representation.
The presentation of these objects generates opacities and
forces in the spectators’ perception of this scene which are
disruptive of the theatrical-representational apparatus and
its signification of an absent, unattainable Idea or Thing. A
destabilization in the spectators’ perception occurs as these
objects become a negative presentation of a signified absence
or lack in theatrical representation.®* Marina’s male
costume can be seen as the presentation of the Thing which
occupies the place where the signifier of her lover, Lee, is
lacking. Thus, Hegel’s speculative proposition presents us
with a version of the Lacanian formula of fantasy (explored in
Chapter Three): the fantasy-object fills out the lack in the
Other (the signifier’s order). The inert object of phrenology
(now the plastic phallus, painted on facial hair, and so
forth) is nothing but a positive form of a certain failure: it
truly embodies the ultimate failure to signify or represent
the subject. It is therefore correlative to the subject in so
far as the subject is nothing but the impossibility of its own
signifying representation, while the empty place is opened up
in the big Other by the failure of this representation.
Zizek’s application of Lacanian psychoanalysis to
Hegelian dialectics illustrates, contrary to conventional
criticism, that dialectical mediation does not ‘sublate’ all
of the inert objective leftover in signification. Rather, here
the very movement of dialectics implies that there is always
a certain remnant, a certain leftover, escaping the
signification of subjectivity, and the subject is precisely
correlative to this leftover.?’ Marina’s journey through

2% Here negative presentation is analogous with what Lyotard
calls ’‘negative representation’ in the novatio sublime, when
there is an attempt in the representational apparatus to
present the fact that there is an unpresentable. Indeed,
Beardsworth’s rephrasing of Lyotard’s sublime aesthetic as
a ’negative aesthetic’, alludes to its exploration of what
falls outside the realm of presentation through a negative

presentation.

297 7i7ek, The Sublime Object of Ideoclo 208-209.
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life and her attempt to represent it despite its often
bizarre, chaotic dimensions is a kind of confession of the
sublime impossibility of speculating about life in such a
world. In this respect, she ‘gives body’ to such an
impossibility; +the 1leftover which resists subjectivity
embodies the impossibility which ‘is’ the subject. Marina’s
subjectivity is strictly correlative to its own impossibility
in that its limit is the positive condition of her presence on
stage. ,

Even more explicit use is made of this strategy of
presenting the impossibility which ‘is’ the subject in Marina
& Lee, through two sections of confessional texts which are
much like those examined in Emanue;le Enchanted. Here the four
other performers (Robin Arthur, Jack Randle, Cathy Naden and
Terry O‘’Connor) who have been ‘dramatizing’ the landscape
Marina travels through, appear to drop their fictional roles
for the explicit purpose of making confessions to the
spectators. The following are (abridged) examples of some of
the ’sins’ confessed:

Robin:
We’re guilty of pretend misery, fist-fucking and
probably death. Never giving mercy we expect none.

We have done several burglaries and in them have
stolen all different kinds of things.

We confess to spring and to winter, to drowning, to
desertion, to thinking better things.

We’re guilty of fraud and a traitor’s glance, of
footsteps in the dark...

Terry: .
We confess to river songs, fake tv dinners, songs
about the coming of the night,

We’ve tried to fuck in the bath,

We’ve pissed in the sink, .

We went on Swap Shop the same day that Edyard died,
We laughed when we probably should’ve cried...

Jack: .
We confess to five hundred million pounds, to fifty

dollars, to ten roubles every day for a year.
We’re guilty of sleeplessness, plllow talk and
turning away from the wall.?**

298 pt+chells, Marina & lLee 11-12.
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These confessional narratives can be ‘read’ in much the same
way as those cited above from Emanuelle Enchanted; each
signifies as its own little narrative, speaking either before
or after the others -- not about them, in serial relationship.
The 1link between narratives is left up to the individual
spectator, who must come to terms with the perceptual effects
of each. For the spectators, the narrative linkages are
greatly determined by the pragmatics of transmission; their
perception of each narrative’s pragmatic effects determines a
meaningful engagement with the performance. As the reading of
each narrative becomes an event in itself -- a material
practice, as it affects sensation -- the spectators’
experience of each confession refuses interpretation into a
theory or concept which may encompass a ‘reading’ of all the
confessions. Furthermore, through ‘these narratives, the
performers’ are continually repositioned in relation to the
theatrical-repesentational apparatus, becoming actively
inscribed into the indeterminacies of the performance’s
eventfulness, its act of creation with the spectators.

In these confessions the performers face the audience
half-naked, mostly in underwear, and under lighting which has
been brightenedvfor this particular interaction. In distinct
contrast to all the other seemingly tired and second-rate acts
the performers have presented (the sex shows, the kung fu
fights, etc.), some confessions appear to be real -- the
transmission is authentic or the content banal enough to be
the experience of anyone; so the spectators are left to ponder
whethef or not these narratives are actually the performers
speaking for themselves, and where precisely this
representation meets with the real. It is as if they have come
downstage to confess the failure of all these acts and then
finally, in the very act of this confession, they present its
impossibility. Here the spectators are met with a positive
émbodiment of the failure of signification; indeed, all the
more obviously so when Cathy’s confessions progress from a
faint whisper to silent mouthings. Despite encouragement from

the others, much of her confession is inaudible; it is at this
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limit of the theatrical-representational apparatus, that the
spectators are radically destabilized as observers, where they
must synesthetically rely upon other sensations in their
attempts to receive and then speculate about what Cathy is
communicating and what could have provoked such silence. This
presentation of silence in the performer evokes the presence
of a gap in representation. But what exactly is confronted in
this gap, in this failure of representation? Perhaps in the
presentation of the paradoxical, inaudible-speaking body the
‘real’ may be confronted. That is not to say ‘reality’, but
rather something more compelling -- experienced only for an
instant -- which is perhaps more real in the spectators’
proximity to its perceptual effects. In these silent mouthings
there is an indeterminate instant for the spectators; where
the uncertainty inherent in the failure of representation
binds them to this event, and they may find themselves at
their sensual limits imagining what is happening. It invokes
the "kind of cleavage within the subject between what can be
conceived and what can be imagined or presented"?*® which
Lyotard demonstrates as an effect of the sublime sentiment.
Lacan’s definition of ‘the Real’ in the latter part of
his career (late 1970s) increasingly approaches what he called
’the imaginary’ in the 1950s. It might be said that over the
course of his research, the Real can be defined by a series of
oppositions between conscious and unconscious experience.
Essentially, the Real is the imaginary, and so the paradox of
the Lacanian Real is that it is an entity which, although it
does not exist (in the sense of ‘really existing’, taking
place in reality) it has properties which exist and exercise
a certain structural causality, and it can produce certain
effects in the symbolic or signified reality of subjects.?*
Similar to the dramaturgy of Forced Entertainment, Lacan
approaches the Real through a sequence of oppositions or

juxtaposed signifying elements. Indeed, the coincidence of

292 Tyotard, "The Sublime and the Avant-Garde™": 203.

300 74zek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 163.
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opposite or even contradictory determinations is what defines
the Real. In his seminar entitled Encore, Lacan gives a clue
to the paradoxical coincidence of opposites in the Real when
he identifies that "the Real can be inscribed only through a
deadlock of formalization."®°* In this respect the Real can
be equated to the sublime: in a first approach, the Real is
that which cannot be inscribed or represented; however, as
Lacan points out, it "doesn’t cease not to inscribe itself"
and therefore it becomes, as Zizek says: "the rock upon which
every formulation stumbles."?°? As identified with the
sublime above, it is precisely through this failure that the
Real may be dialectically (and as we have seen, theatrically)
encircled, and the empty place of the Real may be located.
The Real, then, is nothing but the impossibility of
inscription: the Real is not a transcendent, positive entity,
or something persisting somewhere beyond signification like a
hard kernel inaccessible to it -- in itself it is nothing at
all, a void, an emptiness within the theatrical-
representational apparatus marking some central impossibility
-- and this 1is where its impact presents itself. The
confessional narratives of Marina & ILee culminate in the
presentation of such an impossibility: the incongruity of an
inaudible confession, from a performer in her underwear. Here
Forced Entertainment’s use of confessional narratives can be
seen as a way of understanding the enigmatic Lacanian phrase
defining the subject as an ’‘answer of the Real’. The subject
is an ’answer of the Real’ in that the inaudible-confession
represents (inscribes and encircles) the void which is the
Real. Furthermore, Forced Entertainment’s presentation of the
Real in the half-naked body of an inaudible performer means
that the spectators’ speculation is not about some distant,
trans-phenomenal Thing; rather, reflection must come to terms
with the Thing-in-Itself created in part due to the perceptual

*°* Jacques Lacan, Encore (Seminar XX) as quoted in Zizek,

The Sublime Object of Ideology 172.
02 74izek, The Sublime Object of Ideolo 172.
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effects of close proximity between the performers and
spectators of the theatre event.

Just such questions of proximity, the making and
breaking of eye contact, and the negotiation of openness and
vulnerability with the spectators were foremost in the minds
of the company in the making of Speak Bitterness. One line of
exploration in the work, which arose from these initial
concerns, centred on what the audience comes to see in a
Forced Entertainment production. Arising from the making of
Club of No Regrets (1993/94), and in particular from the scene
in which two of the performers (Robin Arthur and Claire
Marshall) are tied to chairs and gagged with adhesive tape,
the company became curious about precisely what an audience
comes to witness, and for what reasons, as Etchells explains:

[I]n Club Of No Regrets there is an element in the

work which says to the audience, ‘You came here, and
you wanted to see something. What did you want to
see?’ In psychoanalytic terms, perhaps it’s the
desire to see pain, or the desire to see something
revealed, or something private. It Dbecomes
interesting when you consider, well, how far do
these desires need to go? What is truth in this
situation? Are you really here as an audience, in
the way you expect the performers to be here? The
moments in performance that are becoming
increasingly more interesting for me are those when
we are effectively asking the audience, ’Are you
here? /3%

It is common in Forced Entertainment’s devising process to use
a particular idea, strategy, or textual fragment from an older
work to inspire;new developments; it was decided that the
confessional format from Marina & ILee was the best way to ask
the audience, ‘Are you here?’ Speak Bitterness is the
company’s most overt exploration of a performative
relationship with its audience; in this respect, while the
production continues certain aspects of this style, it is a
marked departure for its consolidation of form, as Etchells

suggests,

Speak Bitterness was different from our process on

303 gouston, Appendix One.
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other shows mainly in so far as we restricted
ourselves.to the single device of the confession --
no narrative layering, channel hopping, video on-

stage, etc..3%
This singular focus on confession coincides with other means
of intensifying the relationship the work creates with its
audience; particular strategies also emerged around the use of
text and performance space, and these owe much to the
production’s history as an ‘installation/durational’ work.

Speak Bitterness was originally commissioned by the

National Review of Live Art (Glasgow, October 1994) as a 5-
hour performance. The live art composition of the work brought
with it unique staging arrangements that could only be
approximated in the later theatrical production. Etchells
describes the performance’® conditions in Glasgow 1in the
following way:

The piece lasted five hours, the audience could stay

for as long or as short a period of time as they

liked ~-- often people chose to stay a while, go out

for a break and then return an hour or more later.

The ’‘audience’ for the piece in Glasgow was never

more than fifteen people at a time and was often as

few as two or three people. They were crammed into

a very small space and seated on the samnme gind of

chairs as the performers who faced them directly

over the long metal table.®°®
For the theatre production, which toured Britain in 1995, an
attempt was made to maintain a small performance space where
performers and spectators were both 1lit with roughly the same
intensity, enclased within the same blue-tarpaulin surround,
and separated only by a large metal table -- on which were
placed the confession texts. The company also wanted to
preserve a certain durational aspect to the work, a sense of
confessions happening in real time, and a sense of
indeterminacy to each confession made. For many of the
performers in the Glasgow performance their reading of a

confession was the first time they had ever read the material

%4 ptchells, "Some Notes on Speak Bitterness."

%5 ptchells, "Some Notes on Speak Bitterness".
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== there was an enormous amount of text on the table.
Obviously the adaptation of a S5-hour, site-specific live art
performance into a 90-minute, touring theatre production meant
that the work changed significantly. The difficulties of
adaptation were balanced between two potential obstacles, as
Etchells explains:

[W]e found ourselves either making it too t i
and thus losing track of the intigécy and 92§?§i§92%
the work or else too minimal and unstructured and
hence tedious beyond 30 minutes or so. We strove in
this process, as in others, for a feeling of things
happening as if by chance, or happening live, not
for the feeling of a very dramatic, pre-scripted
. shape.?°°

The original approach to text had been for Etchells and some
of the company to compose hundreds of confessions, record them
on sheets of paper, which were then placed in piles on the
metal table to be read at random in performance. In the
theatre production, Etchells wanted to take these ’piles’ of
confessions and create more of a structuring of the text, but
in an open-ended enough way so as to allow room for the
performers to improvise. As with the use of confessional
narratives in previous works, ultimately considerations about
form and content were superseded by the production’s concern

for transmission:

[Tlhe reason why we are doing Speak Bitterness now
is that we want to cut away everything else, and
just say, ‘Look, for this hour and forty minutes,
you’ve got to be here. You can’t be anywhere else
because we’re going to be looking in your eyes when
we’re talking, and you’re going to be lit.’ That’s
not aggressive, because from what people said about
their experience of this kind of thing in Glasgow,
it actually becomes a pleasurable experience. One
person described it as a cross between a
confessional and some kind of very weird pillow-
talk. There’s an openness from the performers that
draws you into this very intimate relationship, and
the price is that you have to be present. In this
respect it’s kind of strangely seductive, as well as
oddly non-theatrical in that it consists of ’‘here we
are’, and in this respect it doesn’t take you

306 p+chells, "Some Notes on Speak Bitterness".
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anywhere else.>®’

A first impression of the mise en scéne of Speak
Bitterness, performed at London’s ICA in December 1995, might
be that of a news conference. Down-stage, centre is the large
metal table with its piles of confessions on it; apart from a
few chairs upstage of the table the space is empty. The
performers enter the space, and stand just before the blue-
tarpaulin backdrop, under big white letters which say: ‘Speak
Bitterness’. Here are seven characters (five company members
plus Sue Marshall and Tim Hall), looking like people who have
dressed formally, but are unaccustomed to doing so. This
appearance is enhanced by body language which suggests they
are about to perform some kind of formal, public function.
There is something unmistakeably ordinary and familiar about
these characters; indeed, these are figures seen every day in
the media, as the programme notes suggest:

Speak Bitterness [...] comes out of a culture [...]
where every time there’s a murder or a bombing the
police get a dozen or more false calls -- from
people confessing or taking the blame, from people
who, when questioned, know nothing at all of the
atrocities committed. It comes out of a culture
where the chat shows and the radio call-ins are
filling up with people spilling the beans --
weeping, laughing, stumbling for words -- tglling
the truth about what they saw and what they did and
how they did it, and why.>*
Straight from any newspaper or dispatch on television here we
have an array of humanity performing a confessional duty; this
occurs in various postures -- from confrontation to avoidance,
some with something to prove and some with something to hide.

The content of the confessions are much like those of

the confession texts in Marina & Lee; the spectators are

directly presented with atonements for everything from acts of

genocide to the reading of people’s diaries. As with previous

307 Houston, Appendix One.

08 pim Etchells, "A Note on Speak Bitterness," Performance
Programme (Sheffield: Forced Entertainment Theatre Co-

operative, 1995).
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productions, these confessional narratives create a ’‘horizon

of dissensus’ for the spectators. Their serial arrangement

means that each confession neither adds to nor takes away from
preceding or following narratives, even at the times when more
than one character is confessing at once. These narratives are
not arranged around any single referent or a particular
sender; rather they create a situation of narration where no
single narrative can exert a claim to dominate narration by
sta_nding beyond 1it.?°® The confessions clash by virtue of
their syntagmatic displacement, without any one claiming to
replace paradigmatically all preceding ones by incorporation
or negation; thus, confessional narratives can be associated
metonymically rather than metaphorically. This underlines
Lyotard's‘ distinction between postmodern narratives and
narratology; where, in the former metonymic displacement
brings about continued experimentation in narration, and in
the latter syntagmatic functioning is understood in so far as
it is transformed into a metaphor for something else, which
brings narration to a halt.®® For example, it is tempting to
view this production as a metaphor for mass media titillation,
or a vehicle for exploring the public’s voyeuristic pleasure
in tabloid-style revelation, or other such contemporary
concerns about media representation. In a sense all of these
are represented here, however, it is a mistake to see any one
interpretation as metaphorically standing in for the others;
rather the meaning of each confessional narrative is meant to
displace previous meaning while simultaneously creating new
associations between itself and others. Furthermore, as no
subject-position stands outside a given confession, the
spectators are not presented with any constancy in
characterization. Similar to the confessional narratives in
the other productions, it is the pragmatics of transmission

which involves the spectators.

209 Jean-Francois Lyotard and Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just Gaming,
transl. Wlad Godzich (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, [1979] 1985) 33 and 39.

30 1votard and Thébaud 39.
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Examination of the pragmatics of transmission here

must take into account the level of contingency at work in the
process of each confession being ‘read’ from a page. While
this does not entail the radical contingency of the
installation/durational version, where confessions were often
being read in performance for the first time, the structure of
the theatre production did allow for openness in this respect.
Etchells reports that at the end of the theatre tour, after
approximately four months of performing, the production text
of confessions and staging was about 60-70% set. He adds, "Our
aim was for an architecture/structure in the piece that did
develop -- leading you in and taking you places -- but one
that seemed 1live, accidental, spontaneous." 3* This set-up
creates a radical voidance of subjectivity in the theatrical
representation of +these texts. There are three primary
representational elements at work here: the confession texts,
in script form on the table; the performers’ enactments of
these texts, which create confessional narratives; and the
overall theatrical representation in which the performers make
repeated approaches to the table where numerous confessional
narratives are ’‘staged’. All of these elements belong to the
level of language —- either in word, body, or space -- in that
as signifiers they are palpable elements, either spoken or
visualized, which signify a non-palpable interior of a subject
or subjects. As explored above, the end result of such
signified representation is its ultimate failure to signify
the subject; there is no ‘proper’ signifier of the subject.
What is intriguing in this performance, however, is how this
failure occurs through a dramaturgical weave of these
elements, and how the juxtaposition of representational
elements created by this weave brings about an excess -- a
positive presentation of representational failure -- the
experience of which should generate a sublime sentiment in the
spectators. The presence of confession scripts left askew on
the table, indeterminate pauses, gestures and interaction

312 gtchells, "Some Notes on Speak Bitterness".
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among the  performers, are the inert leftovers of
representational failure which create a speculative
proposition for the spectators as they emerge between
continued attempts at signification of subjectivity through
confessional narratives. The juxtapositional arrangement of
this positive presentation of a void in signification with the
phenomenality of representation creates an extreme perceptual
discord in the spectators, and it is through such negativity
that the speculative truth of subjectivity in these
confessional narratives may be understood.

' - The central action of Speak Bitterness is the
performers’ repeated advances to the downstage table, where
they enact confessional nafratives. This process begins with
the performers positioned in a line just in front of the blue
tarpaulin backdrop; gradually each crosses down to confess,
and eventually they are at the table in groups of two or three
while the others wait wupstage. As in Marina & Lee,
confessional content ranges from comical admissions about
anything from being a deep sleeper to believing that ‘the
first cut was probably the deepest’, through to more sinister
acts of harming people for fun or committing crimes like arson
or fraud. Unlike Marina & Lee, there is a representational
layer added by the act of reading the confessions which opens
up a more prominent gap in the signification of subjectivity,
as questions arise for the spectators concerning authorship of
the confession text, the sincerity of its performance, and so
on. Here the performers’ negative presentation in the space
has the effect of filling these conspicuous gaps in the
signification of repetitive confession. Their retreats upstage
from the table, to where they wait, watch or listlessly shift
around by the backdrop create a further static presence
juxtaposed by yet more attempts at confession. Finally
repeated attempts at confession create indeterminate actions
between performers when they confess together. Here the act of
holding hands, a glance upstage at the other performers
waiting, stalling in mid-confession, or the interruption of

other performer’s confessions all create a presentation of the
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subject as a remnant, a certain leftover which has escaped the
workings of theatrical representation.

It is important to recognize the significance of how
the mise en scéne becomes increasingly energized by the
surplus and the static of confessional representation, and
less by the form of recurring confession in itself. Here the
power of postmodern dramaturgy resides in the presentation of
its referent directly, allowing the maximum visibility of its
indifferent and arbitrary character. Zizek has described this
aesthetic phenomenon as the presentation of ‘the obscene
object of postmodernity’, and he identifies it with the
emergence of the Lacanian Real in representation:

The same object can function successively as a

disgusting reject and as a sublime, charismatic

apparition: the difference, strictly structural,

does not permit to the ’effective properties’ of the

object, but only to its place in the symbolic

order.?3?
The dramaturgical weave of representational elements in Speak
Bitterness occasionally creates moments of indeterminate
excess, where seemingly ordinary looking people, actions or
things become incarnations of an emptiness, a filling out of
the gap in the signification to which they have become
juxtaposed. Here the everyday appearance of performers,
actions, “or objects take on certain qualities of the Real
simply because of their place 1in the structure of
signification. Whereas modernist theatrical representation
creates an inter-subjective structure which works around a
Real that is lacking, here the postmodernist reversal shows
that the Real becomes a material presentation, whose
indeterminate effects are at once both ordinary and sublime.
These ordinary appearances become fissured by the effects of
the sublime for the spectators due to their sudden and
indeterminate proximity of presentation in theatrical
representation; therefore, the Real comes anxiously close.

312 glavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques
Lacan through Popular Culture (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT

Press, 1991) 143.
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The confessional narratives of Forced Entertainment’s
theatre make use of a pragmatics of transmission, the effects
of which open up a space of sublime speculation for the
spectators within theatrical representation. This space of
speculation, between the Idea and actuality of presentation is
the creation of the theatre event between performers and
spectators. Here the Real is confronted within representation,
where subjectivity is engendered by the indeterminacy of its
speculative proposition in performance, in the fissure between
essence and appearance. These confessional narratives lead us
to that which is produced as a residue, a remnant, a leftover
of every attempt to confess our true self or to dream what our
world might be; at the core of the pleasure of these
confessions and dreams is a force in the presentation of their
opposite, a hard core embodiment of displeasure in a silence
or a nightmare. It is precisely in the subjective intimacy of
this event, in the pragmatic transmission of these narratives
which simultaneously attract and repel, that the sublime is
experienced. Here confession creates a vulnerable meeting of
spectators and performers, Jjuxtaposed between desire and
shame, in the Real of the theatre event.

-- Mapping the Real --

It is difficult to separate the use of confessional
narratives from that of mapping narratives in the theatre of
Forced Entertainment; the two overlap in use and share many
similar dramaturgical characteristics. The pragmatics of
transmission in each narrative form work to create an
experience for the spectators where meaning of what is
happening emerges as much from interaction with the performers
as from representational content of a performance text. In
creating sublime narratives about British wurban culture,
rather than mimetically representing this environment in a
performance text, they create a more profound sense of it
through a theatre event wherein the spectators may experience

the pragmatics of intersecting narratives and realities

existing in such a place.
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Mapping narratives are more concerned with developing
a performative relationship to the reality they represent than
with the kind of conceptual representation used in a
conventional map. Here ’‘performativity’ means more a coming to
terms with the reproduction of effects created by this reality
than with claims to representing it truthfully; this shift of
emphasis is accommodated by the pragmatics of narrative
transmission. In lieu of creating a theatrical representation
of an absent referent, the pragmatics of narrative
transmission map a reality which is experienced as integral to
subjectivity. In effect, this becomes a process of taking
ownership of this reality, as this passage from A Decade of
Forced Entertainment suggests:

They drew a map of the country and marked on it the
events of the last ten years -- the sites of
political and industrial conflict, the ecological
disasters, the show-biz marriages and celebrity
divorces. On the same map they marked the events of
their own lives -- the performances they’d given,
the towns and cities where they’d stayed, the sites
of injuries and fallings in or out of love.’®
While mapping narratives are essentially symbolic, they are
Real acts in that they become the very mode in which the world
may be structured.

In an attempt to represent the perceptual effects of
reality for the subject, mapping narratives are an act of
mapping the Real. As was explored above with confessional
narratives, the Real 1is an entity upon which all
representation ’stumbles’; existing as a shadow, or something
that persists only as failed or somehow missed for
representation. The Real dissolves itself as soon as we try to
grasp it in its positive nature; nevertheless it exists in its
perceptual effects within the subject. It can therefore only
be constructed backwards from these perceptual effects, as all
its affectivity exists in the distortions produced 1in
representation, in the symbolic universe of the subject. It

313 porced Entertainment, "A Decade of Forced Entertainment":
74.
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might be said, then, that in the process of representing the
Real mapping narratives depict the reality of a specific place
and time as it exists through the consciousness of a given
subject; this is a process which opens up a sublime space of
speculation for the spectators, between the perceptual effects
of this reality and speculation about what this affectivity
means.

The most overt example of mapping narratives in the
theatre of Forced Entertainment is found in the production
created to document the company’s ten-year history, A Decade
of Forced Entertainment. In this production a collage of
practice, personal accounts, places and times emerge in a vast
map of the company’s history. Not unlike the serial narrative
structure discussed above, the cumulative effect of these
representational layers allows the spectators to speculate
about where they might locate themselves in relation to the
elements of personal and public narration which make up this
‘map’. Indeed, the text makes continual reference to the
process of mapping. Here O’Connor introduces the concept --
and the production:

Terry: We wanted to look back on the decade 1984-
1994 -- the ten years in which we’ve been making our
work -- and we knew that this looking back would
have to include the things that hadn’t happened as
readily as those that had. We had in mind a map of
the last ten years -- a haunted map -- a false map -
- and yet, in some ways, an accurate map... And gt
some point we realized that this map-making, this
charting of a time and a landscape, was whgt our
work had often consisted of. A kind of mapping, a
kind of temperature-taking.3*
Starting in Sheffield, a city new to all members of the
company,®® the process used to develop an orientation to
this location was as deliberately random as the decision that
brought them there. Etchells comments that the company’s

practice foregrounds "the inability of the performers to fully

14+ Forced Entertainment, "A Decade of Forced Entertainment”:
73.

315 gee Appendix One.
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inhabit the texts and gestures which they perform"*** and it

would appear that this process begins with their inhabitance
of Sheffield:

Tim: Ten years of Forced Entertainment is ten years
finding notes in the street. When we first got to
Sheffield we didn’t know anyone -- so the first
months were very voyeuristic -- months spent
watching, trying to pick up the patterns of the
place. In this time, above all others, we found
notes and photographs in the street.

There was a note to a woman at a bus stop -- along
the lines of ’'I see you every day but will never
dare speak to you’, there was a letter from someone
in prison that had been torn into pieces as small as
confetti but was reassembled by us on the Formica-
topped table at 388 City Road.

There were discarded photographs, there were
incomprehensible shopping lists, there was a note I
found near the hi-rise flats which said DAVE -- T
HAD TO GET OUT -- THE GAS IS CUT OFF AND THE TV HAS
GONE BAD -- BACK THURSDAY.

There was a map, showing how to get to the

motorway. >’
The aim of this consciously arbitrary process is to engage
with the representational gaps in a city’s identity -- a space
which exists in the tattered remnants of its residents’ lives.
In focusing on these random and minute elements, Forced
Entertainment situate their narration at the limits of how
this location may be represented. The notes and photographs,
the bits of peoples’ existence, found in the street are the
objects which occupy the place where signification of the city
is not fully embodied. The company’s use of these objects as
a basis for fantasy and narration gives them a kind of
significance which endeavours to present the Real experience
of the city, existing in these objects, between the company
and the Other (residents of the city). This is an attempt to

3¢ Nick Kaye, Art into Theatre: Performance Interviews &
Documents (London: Harwood Academic Press, 1996) 244.

**” Forced Entertainment, "A Decade of Forced Entertainment":
74.
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mark a certain leftover, which escapes any such appropriation;
it exists in the performers’ inability to fully inhabit the
texts of the city, and this is the substance of subjectivit
in this place.

Examination of how Forced Entertainment’s dramaturgy
confronts the substance of subjectivity in mapping narratives
must come to terms with the absolute subject presented ir
their work. The following analysis explores how the creatior
of a protagonist/ absolute subject in Marina & Lee (where this
strategy explicitly doubles as confessional narrative), Clut
of No Regrets, and Nights in This City is the means by whict
the substance of subjectivity emerges between performers anc
spectators through a mapping of the Real in the theatre event.
The term ’‘absolute subject’ comes from Hegel, who stresses
that in the dialectic between form and content which make uj
the subject, the truth of subjectivity is found on the side of
form. Hegel’s thesis, explored in the Phenomenology of Spirit
is based upon the concept that before we intervene in realit;
by means of a particular act, we must accomplish the purel:
formal act of converting something which is objectively giver
into reality as ‘affectivity’, as something produced
'posited’ by the subject.?*® Even in the case of inactivity
on the level of positive content the subject may choose to b
inactive, and perhaps even a victim of others’ actions, ye
this state of inactivity is the result of a choice of actio.
-- in the perceptual field constituted by the ‘conversion’ o
‘objective’ reality into affectivity. Reality appears t
Hegel’s absolute subject as personal activity (or inactivity)
conceived in advance as ‘converted’; that is, the subject mus
conceive of themselves as formally responsible for -- ©
guilty of -- it.%® Thus, the absolute subject can be seen t
be a kind of ‘author of the world’ in the creation of
mapping narrative; as the essence of subjectivity emerges 1
the very act of restructuring the objectively given world int

312 Hegel 385.

212 zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 217-218.
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a representational world, with an affectivity which is
perceptually Real for the subject.

The role of the absolute subject as author of the
world is appropriate to the creation of mapping narratives
because it is the role of the subject to posit &
presupposition of personal responsibility for the world in the
act of representing it. Thus, far from the particular-
empirical attempt to represent reality that ultimately ends ir
a conventional map, a mapping narrative’s perceptual
structuring of the world attempts to open a space of
affectivity, of intervention and transformation, between those
who make and those who ‘read’ this map. Hegel is clear,
however, that the act by which the subject posits =
presupposition to intervene in reality is of a strictly formal
nature. The purely formal act of converting reality intc
something perceived means that the subject assumes a guilt-
responsibility for this reality, but on the level of empirical
reality, does absolutely nothing. The process of
representation is primarily one of taking responsibility for
the given state of things; that is, the subject accepts
reality as "his own work" by a purely formal act: what was ¢
moment ago perceived as substantial positivity ("reality that
merely is") 1is suddenly perceived as resulting from the
subject’s own activity ("reality as something produced by
consciousness").?*° This is the heart of theatrica!
representation in mapping narratives, in the ’‘performance’ of
intervention on the world: a mapping narrative of the worlc
does not actually entail an act of intervention but rather :
representation of such an act. Indeed, the subject pretend:
that the reality which is already given in its positivity
encountered in its factual substantiality, is his/her ow
work.

This positing presupposition of responsibility for :
reality that merely is becomes clear in A Decade of Force:
Entertainment when maps of England begin to include event:

320 Hegel as quoted in Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology
218.
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from around the world and throughout time:

They drew a map of the country and marked on it the
events of the previous three, then four, then five
hun@re@ years. They kept on going until the
beginnings of geological time. Until the map was
scribbled over a thousand times -- utterly black.

They knew something strange had happened to time.
They drew a map of the country and marked on it
events from the rest of the world. On this map the
ghallenger space shuttle had blown up in Manchester
in 1985. The Union Carbide Bophal chemical works
which exploded late in 1984 was located in Kent. The
selge of the Russian parliament building in 1991 had
taken place in Liverpool. The Democratic Party’s
recent set-backs in the mid-term elections had been
most severe in the Isle of Dogs. The 1989 fatwa on
Salman Rushdie had been issued from Tunbridge
Wells.3?*
In this passage there is a symbolic shift between a reality
that merely is to a reality as something produced by
consciousness. Not unlike the examples of calamity represented
here, Hegel sees the funeral ritual as an act which best
exemplifies the absolute subject’s presupposing responsibility
over a pre-given reality. For Hegel death is a passage intc
pure Being; a process of indeterminate, natural disintegration
taken on by the subject through symbolic repetition in the
funeral rite. Even in the event of death the absolute subject
attempts .. ownership of the act, to be the author of this
unrepresentable occurrence.

Hegel’s use of the natural event of death can be
compared to Forced Entertainment’s use of events created by
humanity which, either in their catastrophic nature oz
indeterminate effect on peoples’ lives, are considered tc
exist beyond the conscious control of any one subject. The twc
cases reiterate the comparison made at the beginning of the
chapter between Kant’s sublime, found in an ’‘object (of
nature)’, and that of Hegel and Lyotard which can result fror
human acts, existing within the phenomena of the sublime

Idea’s negative representation. In the funeral rite, Hegel

321 porced Entertainment, "A Decade of Forced Entertainment":
75.
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initially follows Kant: the Idea of pure Being in death can
only be reached through negative presentation, and the very
inadequacy of this phenomenality is the only appropriate way
to represent it. Through the positing proposition of the
absolute subject, however, Hegel breaks from Kant in that the
subject pretends that death is a phenomenon resulting from a
conscious decision.

Hegel’s position has been attacked, perhaps most
notably by Martin Heidegger, who suggests that this
perspective brings subjectivism to its extreme: the subject
wants to dispose freely even with death, transforming this
limited form of human existence into an act of free will.>*
Lacan has also criticized Hegel’s position, however in doing
so he offers a different approach which essentially augments
Hegel’s position, and is useful to the present analysis. For
Lacan the funeral rite presents an act of symbolization par
excellence; by means of a forced choice, the subject assumes
and thereby repeats the act of what happened anyway. In the
funeral rite, the subject confers the form of a free act on ar
’irrational’, contingent process.?*® This 1is precisely the
representational process at work in Forced Entertainment’s
mapping narratives. The absolute subject emerges 1in the
theatrical representation of A Decade of Forced Entertainment
when through an act of "pretending"*** events which have
occurred throughout the world become a part of the empirical
reality of England over the past ten years. Here the absolute

322 gee Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 218-219.
322 zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 219.

32¢ Forced Entertainment have often described their approach
to acting as ‘pretending’, and in A Decade of Forced
Entertainment Robin Arthur presents a summation of this
aspect of the company’s aesthetic in a lengthy list of all
the various characters, famous personalities, and states of
mind or body that the company have pretended to be. The
scope of this concept of ’‘pretending’ is suggeste@ when he
concludes by saying: "They pretended to tell 1l1ies, they
pretended to tell the truth. And often they pretended to be
themselves." See Forced Entertainment, A Decade of Forced

Entertainment 81.
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subject narrates ‘history’ through use of a purely formal,
empty gesture: an act of empirically-false confession, of
feigning liability for what has happened anyway, without
having taken part in it much less having putatively
represented it on a map. It is by means of this empty gesture
that the subject takes upon him/herself the leftover which
eludes his/her active intervention. This '"empty gesture"
receives from Lacan its proper name: "the signifier", the
place in which resides the elementary, constitutive act of
symbolization.??*®

In the mapping narratives of A Decade of Forced

Entertainment the entire company sit behind a large table,
each making attempts at ‘drawing a map’ which might signify
the company’s existence and practice over the past ten years.
Each narrative seems to take on increasingly more phenomena,
from the personal to that beyond all but an imaginary grasp.
One narrative signifies "a hundred fictional events", another
has "the street names they’d collected over the years, some
real, some from fiction, some dreamed up just because they
sounded good"; ultimately these mapping narratives become &
purely symbolic, formal conversion of a great mass of
information received over the decade by each company member,
who, not unlike the spectators, has attempted to make meanincg
of it all through incorporating it into his or her life:
They said they liked the media culture, the cargo
cult of TV and movie detritus, but perhaps it would
be truer to say that that was the world in which
they found themselves, and so, like everyone else,
they did their best to make sense of it all.?*
This ’formal conversion’ of the world’s media content int«
something that can be a part of the subject’s conscious
understanding of the world is akin to Lyotard’s description of
a postmodern negative representation in the ‘novatio’ sublime
In the face of a mediated reality so vast that it has becom

325 7izek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 221.

326 porced Entertainment, A Decade of Forced Entertainment
80.
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unobjectifiable and unmasterable, the subject embraces this
fact, and in a spirit of sublime ‘enthusiasm’ toward this
vastness, tries to conceive of how to use it: how to create
and re-create a relationship with this ever-changing, immense
landscape. It is the Hegelian absolute subject who acts in
accordance with Lyotard’s ‘novatio’ sublime, in that it is
s/he whose action posits the presupposition of reality; rather
than being bound or conditioned by the presuppositions of an
external reality, the absolute subject posits them. Through
the act of ’‘choosing what is already given’, and the purely
symbolic act of converting what is already in the media -- on
the television, in the newspaper, etc. -- the subject in
effect takes responsibility for this reality through its
incorporation into a negative representation, a mapping
narrative, which in itself is sublime. The act of making maps,
similar to the act of making confessions, is an attempt to
encompass or encircle all that which escapes the subject’s
active intervention. Not unlike Speak Bitterness, A Decade of
Forced Entertainment puts the company before the spectators,
who in turn confess to the impossible task of representation,
and in this void of impossibility there emerges the Real-
ization which each company member and each spectator faces:
that in the leftover of this map, of this confession, of all
media sound bites or of appearances there is the essence, the
impossible embodiment that is the subject.

Examining how the absolute subject is constituted in
this ’‘empty gesture’, which changes nothing at the level of
positive content, but must nevertheless be added for the
’content’ itself to achieve its full affectivity, Zizek likens
the substance of subjectivity to the last grain of sand upor

a heap:

We can never be sure which grain is the last one;
the only possible definition of the heap.is that
even if we take away one grain, it-will still be a
heap. So this ‘last grain of sand’ is by definition
superfluous, but nonetheless necessary -~ }t
constitutes a ’'heap’ by its very superfluity. This
paradoxical grain materializes the agenqy'of the
signifier -- paraphrasing the Lacanian definition of
the signifier (that which ‘represents the subject
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for anopher signifier’), we are even tempted to say

thag this last, superfluous grain represents the

subject for all the other grains in the heap.3**”
The <creation of ©protagonists in several of Forced
Entertainment’s productions confronts this paradox inherent in
the substance of subjectivity. The following analysis will
touch briefly on three of these: Marina in Marina & Lee, Helen
X from Club of No Regrets, and Alan in Nights in This City. In
each case, the absolute subject as protagonist becomes author
of mapping narratives through which the substance of
subjectivity emerges between performers and spectators.

As examined above, the central action in Marina & Lee
is Marina’s journey through ’‘a flickering landscape’ which
culminates in a meeting with Lee, her dead lover. She moves
through a mise en scéne of various enactments which represent
this landscape, and her narration maps a relationship to this
world. While these ’'Travelling Texts’, which were cited above
for their confessional quality, can be seen as an attempt to
come to terms with the obviously chaotic nature of the mise en
scéne, their content offers no apparent mimetic relationship
between what they describe and what is actually enacted on
stage. Far from offering a reliable narration of staged events
-- which might be expected from a protagonist who, albeit
crudely, appears to be styled on a pantomime model -- the
content 6f these texts subverts all such expectation in the
spectators, reflecting instead Marina’s perceptual response to
the many intersecting representational layers in the world
through which she journeys. This deliberate subversion of
content 6bliges the spectators to concentrate instead on the
pragmatic transmission of these mapping narratives, as they
make meaning of the events on stage. Marina’s accounts are
presented in a manner which suggests a sense of numbed
acceptance to her obviously hostile and frenzied surroundings.
Her downstage pacing resembles a trance state: her movements
appear absent-minded in their detached quality and slow pace,

her eyes appear to be focused on something beyond the stage,

327 7izek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 221.
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as if locating herself somewhere off in the distance. This
presentation evinces the profound gap between the landscape,
its inhabitants, and Marina as an absolute subject seemingly
detached from it all. The content of this mapping narrative
amounts to a kind of stream of consciousness response to
sight, sounds, thoughts, dreams, media, history, etc.. The
combination of such a vast array of content with her tentative
and distant delivery creates a narration which is strictly
symbolic of Marina’s absolute subjectivity within the chaotic
mise en scene. Working on a purely formal level, these texts
represent her perceptual structuring of this world; while this
narration indicates Marina’s attempts to open a space for
interaction in this world, they stand in marked contrast to
the actual interaction she achieves.

In terms of characterization there 1is 1little
similarity between Marina and Helen X, the protagonist from
Club of No Regrets; however, a consideration of form offers
insight into how each protagonist creates mapping narratives
and, although they utilize different dramaturgical strategies,
each production’s central action concerns the development of
the protagonist as an absolute subject. Whereas Marina’s
mapping narratives are juxtaposed with a reality staged around
her, Helen X is clearly established as the ‘author’ of the
mise en scéne, so she emerges as a protagonist at odds with
the surroundings that she herself has posited. The resultant
theatrical representation is entirely taken up with the
juxtaposition of opposites existing within the character of
Helen X, thus the spectators witness a more penetratinc
exploration of an absolute subject. Here O’Connor, who createc

and performed the character of Helen X, compares her character

to Marina:

I think in some ways Marina is about living and
responding to an external reality, and Heleq X 1s
more about making something and the frustration of
making something. In Club of No Regrets you don’t
really get a sense of an external reality that Helen
X can relate to or refer to. There’s ’the woodsf and
the idea of being lost in the woods, or ’‘lost in an
abandoned city that looks a bit like the woods’; but
these are so close to fairy tale, so close to fable
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tha; it seems rather transparent as an invention.
Marina is a stiller presence, looking out at the
Wor%d around her and piecing together fragments of
it 1n a way that is quite poetic and quite calm,
very sad and very beautiful. Helen X is much more of
a self-mocking attempt to show the frustrations of
trying to make something: trying to make
yourself . >*®

While Marina confronts the chaotic reality which surrounds her
with a calm affectivity, Club of No Regrets fully symbolizes
Helen X’s chaotic response to the sublime mystery of our
contemporary world.

The central action of Club of No Regrets is the
creation of a play, or a series of enactments, orchestrated by
Helen X. The mise en scéne 1is similar in style and
construction to that of Emanuelle Enchanted, consisting of a

tiny box set made of untreated plywood, which divides the
action into two frames. Hovering between these two frames,
usually over the upstage-centre flat, perches Helen X,
ordering the various scenes/enactments from a hand-held
script. The play 1is ‘enacted’ by a pair of performers
(Marshall and Arthur) who have apparently been captured at
gun-point for the occasion. Helen X is assisted -- and
sometimes hindered -- in this production by two ‘stage hands’
(Naden and Lowdon) with guns who, in addition to having
captured -the actors, proceed to bring them whatever texts or
props are needed to enact the play. Within the inner frame of
the box set, scenes are enacted and re-enacted many times
because Helen X seems confused about their order or how they
should be performed. The action in the inner frame occurs
simultaneously to the occasional, seemingly random action of
the stage hands, and to the reading of another text consistinc

of Helen X’s confused narration -- part soliloquy, part stage
direction, and part diary -- which she calls Club of Nc
Regrets.

As a mapping narrative, Helen X’s text aspires %«

piece together the ’‘torn pages’ of a world as a means of self-

28 porced Entertainment, 57 Questions for Forced
Entertainment.
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preservation and self-discovery, and as the programme
suggests, this is attempted with great difficulty:

Helen’s intention is always thwarted by the

lnadequapy of her materials and by the unsuitability

of her circumstances. Her intentions, like our own,

are always scrambled by memory, written over and

challenged by other intentions, other scrambled

desires.?*
Helen X quite deliberately endeavours to use a theatrical-
representational apparatus to construct a reassuring picture
of the world, however her project is continually subverted by
the ' often ironic dramaturgical elements built into this
apparatus. First, the enacted drama features two people who
have been made to ’‘perform’ at gun point, spending much of the
performance bound to chairs and gagged with parcel-tape.
Despite Helen X’s attempts to evoke poetry and even magic from
her ’story to keep the night at bay’, the symbolic affectivity
of this text is constantly subverted by the crude actuality of
its pragmatics of transmission. While she searches for the
right narrative tone for her story -- "ALMOST PREGNANT, a true
life story by HELEN X", followed by "The SHELL GARAGE'’s
History of Mud, Part one in a series of eight", and "MY
OFFICIAL LIFE ON THE RUN", before settling on "CLUB OF NO
REGRETS"**® -- her ’stage hands’ noisily go about their
business. This second dramaturgical element, the action of the
'stage hands’, 1is probably the most erratic of this
theatrical-representational apparatus. During Helen X'’s
narration they often place new and usually irrelevant props
within the box set, sometimes into the hands of the two
performers. It is also their Jjob to make ’special effects’ --
apparently at random -- using talcum powder for smoke and fake
blood and water to represent rain and tears. The stage

directions in the text suggest that at times whole scenes are

32 min Etchells, "A Few Thoughts About Procedure...(Notes
on Club of No Regrets)," Club of No Regrets Performance
Programme (Sheffield: Forced Entertainment Theatre Co-

operative, 1993).

30 pim Etchells, Club of No Regrets, unpublished (1993) 6.
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lost to the noise and distractions of the ‘stage hands’.
Third, and overall, Helen X and the stage hands move freely
in, out, and all around the box set; as each of them act on
this inner frame in such a way that they are sometimes located
within it and the outer frame simultaneously, the spectators
are frequently reminded of the purely formal -- that is to say
empty -- construct this set and many of the trappings of
theatrical representation have become in this production.
The overt use of the theatrical-representational
apparatus to signify Helen X’s affectivity lends itself to a
phenomenoclogical analysis which recognizes that we all
construct and live in a variety of different realities, each
one defined by certain conventions and specific cognitive
assumptions.®* Indeed, Helen X’s objective as an absolute
subject striving to create an affectivity which might serve as
a mapping narrative, an identity in a chaotic world, is echoed
in a phenomenological observation made by Maurice Merleau-
Ponty: "Everything I see is in principle within my reach, at
least within reach of my sight, marked on the map of the 'I
can’."?*3? In our contemporary world, however, for both Helen
X and the spectators, the bulk of what is seen, in fact and in
principle, is no longer within reach, and even if it lies
within reach of sight, it is no longer necessarily inscribed
on the map of ‘I can’. Here the workings of the theatrical-
representational apparatus become an inert leftover of a
sublime world Helen X cannot fully represent -- cannot
inscribe on the map of ‘I can’ -- and in this lack of control,
her affectivity is made up of fragmented attempts to keep it
at bay. Paul Virilio describes a similar phenomenological
condition called "visual dyslexia" attributable to the

industrial proliferation of visual and audiovisual prostheses

31 gee David E.R. George, "Performance Epistemology,"
Performance Research, Volume 1, Number 1 (Spring 1996): 16-
17.

332 Maurice Merleau-Ponty as quoted in Paul Virilio, The
Vision Machine, transl. Julie Rose (London and Bloomington
and Indianapolis: British Film Institute and Indiana
University Press, 1994) 7.
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in contemporary mass media.®® He cites particular studies
which have linked an inability of the subject to represent the
world to him-/herself with a weakening of central (foveal)
vision, a trait commonly associated with dyslexia. The loss of
this most acute sensation is coupled with the enhancement of
a more or less frantic peripheral vision, or as Virilio says:
a dissociation of sight in which the heterogeneous
swamps the homogeneous. This means that, as in
narcotic states, the series of visual impressions
become meaningless. They no longer seem to belong to
us, they just exist, as though the speed of light
had won out, this time, over the totality of the
message.>**
This perspective is supported in the programme notes, which
suggest the aim of the production is to "catch things not from
the point of focus but from the corner of the eye."®*® It is
in this respect that a phenomenology of visual dyslexia
corresponds with the experience of Helen X’s role as an
absolute subject.

According to the Lacanian interpretation of the
absolute subject, the experience of visual dyslexia can be
likened to a particular aspect of such subjectivity which
Lacan refers to as the experience of the phallic signifier. In
so far as the phallus is a Lacanian ’‘pure signifier’, it is
precisely a signifier of Helen X'’s attempted conversion of
reality into theatrical representation; that is, her efforts
to take control of it, make it her own work. Here the basic
phallic experience of the absolute subject turned
protagonist/authbr is summed wup in the observation:
"everything depends on me, but for all that I can do
nothing."*** In the phallic experience of the absolute

subject, the sublime chaos of ’everything’ in the world meets

333 yirilio, The Vision Machine 8.
334 yirilio, The Vision Machine 8-9.

35 Etchells, "A Few Thoughts About Procedure...(Notes on
Club of No Regrets)".

33¢ 7izek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 223.
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with the ‘nothing’ of the theatrical-representational

apparatus, the inadequate materials possessed by the subject
to fully represent reality. The mise en scéne, which is often
a jumble of debris -- books, leaves, guns, etc. -- covered
with talc, fake blood, and water, is ultimately a negative
presentation of Helen X’s affectivity; a place where the
stains of the play’s aspirations are left to remain.

At the end of the production, Helen X announces that
it is nearly midnight and accordingly time for an enactment of
an ’‘escape routine’. During this sequence many acts of escape
occur simultaneously; resembling a series of bizarre dances,
several escapes are performed to a brash chaotic Rhythm and
Blues soundtrack and then more slowly to a milder solo piano
accompaniment. During this sequence the ’stage hands’ and
'performers’ have alternately been bound and gagged, then made
to escape. Helen X has drawn chalk circles at the front of
each side of the stage to represent her ’‘woods’, and using a
knife and hammer has enacted her escape to the music played.
Finally, with a sense of a ritual having been completed, Helen
X pours water on her chalk circles, erases them with her foot,
walks to a downstage microphone, takes off her wig and
completes her mapping narrative:

Kings, thieves, usherettes, lords, liars, gunmen and

prostitutes: all those who would know magic: take
this book and have it read to you:

over the BRIDGE OF KISSES

left at MURDER STREET

to the BIG 'STATUE OF SOMETHING RARE

through the subway near DIFFICULT HOUSE

to the END OF THE WORLD

and then, for those that find it, on foot, to CLUB
OF NO REGRETS

thank you, goodnight.?*’

Watched by the other performers and before a mise en sceéene
littered with the objects and markings -- the leftovers -- of
her ordeal, Helen X evokes a final phallic experience in the

juxtaposition of her omnipotent mapping narrative and the

337 Etchells, Club of No Regrets 15.
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impotence of her theatrical-representational means. The
precision of the dramaturgical development of Helen X as
absolute subject should not be missed here: beginning in a
wig, script in hand, and perched above the box set of her
symbolic world, she finishes her narrative without props --
either script or wig -- and situated among the
representational excess and debris of her world. For the
spectators, the appearance of this final mise en scéne creates
a profound sensation of sublime sentiment for Helen X’s
mapping narrative has revealed a place of sublime ’essence’:
the inadequacy of the appearance or representation to itself.
In the dramaturgy of Forced Entertainment the sublime emerges
from an object whose ’body’ is the embodiment of a void: an
object which by its very inadequacy, ‘gives body’ to the
absolute negativity of the sublime for the spectators.

The use of the city of Sheffield as a site for the
creation of Nights in This City extends many of the
dramaturgical elements of the mapping narratives examined
above. Here the pragmatics of narrative transmission are met
with the presentation of everyday occurrences on the city’s
streets. The weave of a mapping narrative’s affectivity with
the reality it 1is meant to posit brings about a
representational excess which is the space of the Real and
inscribes the substance of subjectivity for the absolute
subject. The phenomenological wuncertainties of sight
facilitated by the fragmentary and accidental activities of
the mise en scéne in Club of No Regrets receive further
dramaturgical development in Nights in This City with the
inclusion of reality as it is experienced through the windows
of a coach, driving through the city. The spectators are
invited to experience where the Real meets with reality, as

Etchells describes:

Did you understand that the city was always about
glimpsing other lives? About the strange f;agments
and endless possibilities of people passing eaqh
other in the street. My thought is often -- what 1f
I went with this person or that person, what 1f I
was that person or what if I went with them -- what
would my life become?... There are these strange
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intimacies in the city -- those moments on an
escalator, those others in the lift, in the subway

or those moments when, stopped at the traffic lighté
we glance at the car opposite and are close enough
to speak, even touch. The fascination of these

moments is simple -- that our machines have brought
us together and held us apart... The City now is
full of this -- possibility, negation, guess-
work.**®

In Nights in This Ccity this concept of ‘machinery’ which
tentatively «connects people to each other and their
environments is explored in the bringing together of three

such ’‘vehicles’ in performance: theatrical representation, a
tour coach, and phenomenological experience of the everyday.
It is in this use of reality as a found object, as it
indeterminately appears to each spectator through the coach’s
windows that an inner machinery of representation meets with
an outer machinery operating in the spectators’ experience of
reality -- mobilised by the machinery of the coach.

Nights in This City was performed two times a night,
7 and 9 pm, from 16 to 21 May, 1995. Essentially, the
dramaturgical structure and the coach route itself can be
broken down into seven parts.®® First, an audience of about
fifty are admitted to a tour coach by a performer-hostess
(Naden on the night I attended, but played in different
performances by Marshall and O’Connor), at Paternoster Row.
Then Dri&er "Ray" (played by Coachline driver, Martin Tether)
announces the coach’s departure and his intention to show the
spectators something before picking up the proper tour guide.
While the coéch.fills up with spectators ’‘elevator’ music is
heard playing over the coach’s speaker system; as the coach
pulls away however, this drastically changes to the magical
ambience of John Avery’s soundtrack, which plays for the rest
of the journey. The coach drives to Sky Edge, above the Manor
Park Estate, from which point the spectators have a clear

panoramic view of the city’s centre and its vast urban and

3 Tim Etchells, Theaterschrift 10 (1996): 15.

339 gee Tim Etchells, "A Note About Nights in This City,"
Nights in This City, unpublished (1995) 3.
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suburban sprawl. Here Ray points out "the place where he
lives, the place where he first worked in the city and the
place where he got married 15 vyears ago."** puring Ray’s
introduction, a figure can be seen running up the hill toward
the coach, puffing a trail of cigarette smoke. This, the
spectators learn, is "Alan" (Lowdon) who will be the guide for
the tour’s journey. Alan, the ‘professional’ tour guide whose
role has been described by Nick Kaye as "shift[ing] between
stand-up comic, tour guide and fantasist,"?*! is the absolute
subject and protagonist of the production. This third part is
completed by the coach drive from Sky Edge through the centre
of the city to the Town Hall. The fourth part comprises the
coach journey from the Town Hall up onto West Street; the
coach then makes a ’‘wrong turn’ and, after various diversions
through some of the more derelict parts of the inner city, the
coach stops again in a car park by a canal near The Wicker.
The fifth part includes the departure from this car park, and
the drive out of the inner city to the Manor Park Estate. The
coach then stops for a fourth time on the edge of a desolate
hill, on the periphery of the estate, where Alan departs,
apparently in search of drink. Part six begins with a second
guide taking Alan’s place (Nade