“Presence’in absentia

Experiencing Performance as Documentation

Amelia Jones

Carolina, when Carolee Schneemann performed Meat

Joy at the Festival of Free Expression in Paris in
1964; three when Yoko Ono performed Cut Piece in Kyoto;
eight when Vito Acconci did his Push Ups in the sand at
Jones Beach and Barbara T. Smith began her exploration of
bodily experiences with her Ritual Meal performance in
Los Angeles; nine when Adrian Piper paraded through the
streets of New York making herself repulsive in the Catal-
ysis series; ten when Valie Export rolled over glass in
Eros/lIon in Frankfurt; twelve in 1973 when, in Milan, Gina
Pane cut her arm to make blood roses flow (Sentimental
Action); fifteen (still in North Carolina, completely
unaware of any art world doings) when Marina Abramovic
and Ulay collided against each other in Relation in Space
at the Venice Biennale in 1976 (fig. 1). I was thirty years
old—then 1991—when I began to study performance or
body art! from this explosive and important period, entire-
ly through its documentation.

I am in the slightly uncomfortable but also enviable
position of having been generously included in this special
issue. Presented, in the words of the editor, as a sort of oral
history, the issue is based on the premise that one had to be
there—in the flesh, as it were—to get the story right. I was
asked to provide a counternarrative by writing about the
“problematic of a person my age doing work on perfor-

I was not yet three years old, living in central North

mances you have not seen [in person].” This agenda forces
me to put it up front: not having been there, I approach
body artworks through their photographic, textual, oral,
video, and/or film traces. I would like to argue, however,
that the problems raised by my absence (my not having
been there) are largely logistical rather than ethical or
hermeneutic. That is, while the experience of viewing a
photograph and reading a text is clearly different from that
of sitting in a small room watching an artist perform, nei-
ther has a privileged relationship to the historical “truth”
of the performance (more on this below).

I have been accused on the one hand (by art histori-
ans) of not caring enough about “the archive” and artistic

FIG. 1 Marina Abramovic/Ulay, Relation in Space. Performed at Venice
Biennale, 1976.

intentionality (why didn’t I “get to know” Acconci before
writing about his work so I could have a “privileged”
access to his intentions) and on the other (by artists) of not
placing their needs or perceived intentions above my own
intuitions and responses. At least for me personally I find it
impossible, once I get to know someone, to have any sense
of clarity about her or his work historically speaking (that
is, as it may have come to mean in its original and subse-
quent contexts). Once I know the artist well, I can write
about her or his work in (I hope) revealing ways, but ones
that are (perhaps usefully, perhaps not) laden with person-
al feelings and conflicts involving the artist as a friend (or
not, as the case may be). Furthermore, as noted, such rela-
tionships—especially if they are not positive—increase
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the logistical difficulties of writing and publishing on the
work. The logistical problems are many: obtaining the doc-
umentation that is available; getting photographs to study
and reproduce without blowing one’s tiny bank account;
writing about the work without becoming entrapped in the
artists’ usually fascinating but sometimes intellectually
and emotionally diversionary ideas about what the work is
(or was) about, and so forth.

It is my premise here, as it has been elsewhere, that
there is no possibility of an unmediated relationship to any
kind of cultural product, including body art. Although I am
respectful of the specificity of knowledges gained from par-
ticipating in a live performance situation, I will argue here
that this specificity should not be privileged over the speci-
ficity of knowledges that develop in relation to the docu-
mentary traces of such an event. While the live situation
may enable the phenomenological relations of flesh-to-
flesh engagement, the documentary exchange (viewer/reader
<—>document) is equally intersubjective. Either way, the
audience for the work may know a great deal or practically
nothing at all about who the performer is, why she is per-
forming, and what, consequently, she “intends” this perfor-
mance to mean. Either way, the audience may have a deep
grasp of the historical, political, social, and personal con-
texts for a particular performance. While the viewer of a
live performance may seem to have certain advantages in
understanding such a context, on a certain level she may
find it more difficult to comprehend the histories/narra-
tives/processes she is experiencing until later, when she
too can look back and evaluate them with hindsight (the
same might be said of the performer herself). As I know
from my own experience of “the real” in general and, in
particular, live performances in recent years, these often
become more meaningful when reappraised in later years;
it is hard to identify the patterns of history while one is
embedded in them. We “invent” these patterns, pulling the
past together into a manageable picture, retrospectively.

I will sketch out the problematic of experiencing per-
formance or body art from a historical distance through a
series of case studies, which will be interwoven with a dis-
cussion of the ontology of performance or body art. All of
this material forms the backbone of my book Body Art/
Performing the Subject (forthcoming from the University of
Minnesota Press), which argues that body art instantiates
the radical shift in subjectivity from a modernist to a post-
modernist mode. Making use of a feminist poststructural-
ism informed by phenomenology, I argue this by reading
this transfigured subjectivity through the works themselves
(specifically: the works as documentary traces, and this
goes even for those events I also experienced “in the
flesh”; I view these, through the memory screen, and they
become documentary in their own right). I read body art
performances as enacting the dispersed, multiplied, spe-
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cific subjectivities of the late capitalist, postcolonial, post-
modern era: subjectivities that are acknowledged to exist
always already in relation to the world of other objects and
subjects; subjectivities that are always already intersub-
jective as well as interobjective.? To the point, I insist that
it is precisely the relationship of these bodies/subjects to
documentation (or, more specifically, to re-presentation)
that most profoundly points to the dislocation of the fanta-
sy of the fixed, normative, centered modernist subject and
thus most dramatically provides a radical challenge to the
masculinism, racism, colonialism, classism, and hetero-
sexism built into this fantasy.

Case Study 1: Carolee Schneemann's Interior Scroll, 1975

In Interior Scroll, first performed in 1975, Schneemann per-
Sformed herself in an erotically charged narrative of pleasure
that works against the grain of the fetishistic and
scopophilic “male gaze” (fig. 2). Covering her face and body
in strokes of paint, Schneemann then pulled a long, thin coil
of paper from her vagina (“like a ticker tape . . . plumb line
. . . the umbilicus and tongue”),® unrolling it to read a nar-
rative text to the audience. Part of this text read as follows:
“I met a happy man, / a structuralist filmmaker . . . he said
we are fond of you / you are charming / but don’t ask us / to
look at your films /. . . we cannot look at / the personal clut-
ter / the persistence of feelings / the hand-touch sensibili-
ty.”* Through this action, which extends “exquisite
sensation in motion” and “originates with . . . the fragile
persistence of line moving into space,” Schneemann inte-
grated the occluded interior of the female body (with the
vagina as “a translucent chamber”) with its mobile exterior,
refusing the fetishizing process, which requires that the
woman not expose the fact that she is not lacking but pos-
sesses genitals, and they are nonmale.’

Movement secures Schneemann’s momentary attain-
ment of subjectivity (which coexists uneasily with her simul-
taneous situation as a picture of desire). The performative
body, as Schneemann argues, “has a value that static depic-
ton . . .
has said, with breaking down the distancing effect of mod-
ernist practice.® And yet, how can I, who experienced this
work first through a series of black-and-white photographs
published in Schneemann’s More Than Meat Joy, then
through a dissatisfyingly short clip in a video compilation of
her work™—how can I speak of its disruption of the fetishiz-
ing effects of “static depiction? I “know” this movement
through the stuttered sequence of pictures, through the tiny
fragment of performance on the videotape. I sit, still and
quiet, and feel the movement pulse from picture to picture,
along the slick surface of the magnetic tape.

The female subject is not simply a “picture” in Schnee-
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mann’s scenario, but a deeply constituted (and never fully
coherent) subjectivity in the phenomenological sense,
dynamically articulated in relation to others (including me,
here and now in my chair), in a continually negotiated
exchange of desire and identification. Schneemann plays
out the oscillatory exchange between subject- and object-
wity, between the masculine position of speaking discourse
and the feminine position of being spoken. By “speaking”
her “spokenness” already and integrating the image of her
body (as object) with the action of making itself, Schnee-
mann plays out the ambivalence of gendered identity—the
Sfluidity of the positions of “male” and “female,” subject and
object as we live gender in post-Freudian culture.

Was (or, for that matter, is) there anything more “pre-
sent” than Schneemann, in her seemingly fully revealed sex-
ual subjectivity, in Interior Scroll? Would I have been able to
experience her sexed subjectivity more “truthfully” had I
been there (to smell and feel the heat of her body)?

One of the major conceptual and theoretical issues
highlighted by body art as performance (which in this way,
among others, is closely linked to the contemporaneous
movements of Minimalism and Conceptualism), is that of
the ontology of the art “object.” Most early accounts of
these practices made heroic claims for the status of perfor-
mance as the only art form to guarantee the presence of the
artist. Thus, in 1975 Ira Licht triumphantly proclaimed
that bodyworks do away with the “intermediary” mediums
of painting and sculpture to “deliver . . . information
directly through transformation.”® And, in the early 1970s,
Rosemary Mayer claimed body art to be a direct reflection
of the artist’s life experiences, while Cindy Nemser
described the “primary goal of body art” as “bring[ing] the
subjective and objective self together as an integrated enti-
ty,” which is then presumably experienced directly by the
audience.’ More recently, Catherine Elwes argued that
performance art “offers women a unique vehicle for mak-
ing that direct unmediated access [to the audience]. Per-
formance is about the ‘real-life’ presence of the artist. . . .
She is both signifier and that which is signified. Nothing
stands between spectator and performer.”'?

I have already made clear that 1 specifically reject
such conceptions of body art or performance as delivering
in an unmediated fashion the body (and implicitly the self)
of the artist to the viewer. The art historian Kathy O’Dell
has trenchantly argued that, precisely by using their bodies
as primary material, body or performance artists highlight
the “representational status” of such work rather than con-
firming its ontological priority. The representational aspects
of this work—its “play within the arena of the symbolic”
and, I would add, its dependence on documentation to
attain symbolic status within the realm of culture—expose
the impossibility of attaining full knowledge of the self

FIG. 2 Carolee Schneemann, Interior Scroll, 1975.

through bodily proximity. Body art, finally, shows that the
body can never “be known ‘purely’ as a totalizable, fleshy
whole that rests outside of the arena of the symbolic.”!!
Having direct physical contact with an artist who pulls a
scroll from her vaginal canal does not ensure “knowledge”
of her subjectivity or intentionality any more than does
looking at a film or picture of this activity, or looking at a
painting that was made as the result of such an action.
Body art, through its very performativity and its
unveiling of the body of the artist, surfaces the insufficiency
and incoherence of the body-as-subject and its inability to
deliver itself fully (whether to the subject-in-performance
her/himself or to the one who engages with this body). Per-
haps even more to the point than O’Dell’s suggestive obser-
vations is Peggy Phelan’s insistence on the way in which the
body-in-performance puts forward its own lack:

Performance uses the performer’s body to pose a question
about the inability to secure the relation between subjectivity
and the body per se; performance uses the body to frame the
lack of Being promised by and through the body—that
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which cannot appear without a supplement. . . . performance
marks the body itself as loss. . . . for the spectator the perfor-
mance spectacle s itself a projection of the scenario in which
her own desire takes place.'?

Body art can thus be said to dislocate the modernist
assumption of authorial plenitude (where the author, whose
body is veiled but nonetheless implicitly male, is thought
to be instantiated by the work of art and vice versa).!® Body
art flaunts the body itself as loss or lack: that is, as funda-
mentally lacking in the self-sufficiency (claimed by Elwes
et al.) that would guarantee its plenitude as an unmediated
repository of selthood. The “unique” body of the artist in
the body artwork only has meaning by virtue of its contex-
tualization within the codes of identity that accrue to the
artist’s body and name. Thus, this body is not self-suffi-
cient in its meaningfulness but relies not only on an autho-
rial context of “signature” but on a receptive context in
which the interpreter or viewer may interact with this body.
When understood in its full open-endedness, live perfor-
mance makes this contingency, the intersubjectivity of the
interpretive exchange, highly pronounced and obvious
since the body’s actions can be interfered with and
realigned according to spectatorial bodies /subjects on the
register of the action itself; documents of the body-in-
performance are just as clearly contingent, however, in that
the meaning that accrues to this action, and the body-in-
performance, is fully dependent on the ways in which the
image is contextualized and interpreted.

Seemingly acting as a “supplement” to the “actual”
body of the artist-in-performance, the photograph of the
body art event or performance could, in fact, be said to
expose the body itself as supplementary, as both the visible
“proof” of the self and its endless deferral. The supplement,
Jacques Derrida has provocatively argued, is a “terrifying
menace” in its indication of absence and lack but also “the
first and surest protection . . . against that very menace. This
is why it cannot be given up.”'* The sequence of supple-
ments initiated by the body art project—the body “itself,”
the spoken narrative, the video and other visuals within the
piece, the video, film, photograph, and text documenting it
for posterity—announces the necessity of “an infinite chain,
ineluctably multiplying the supplementary mediations that
produce the sense of the very thing they defer: the mirage of
the thing itself, of immediate presence, or originary percep-
tion. Immediacy is derived. . . . The play of substitution fills
and marks a determined lack.” Derrida notes that “the
indefinite process of supplementarity has always already
infiltrated presence, always already inscribed there the
space of repetition and the splitting of the self.”!®

Derrida’s insight explains the equivocal position of
the body in modernist and postmodernist art discourse.
Within the modernist logic of formalism, the body of the
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artist and of the interpreter—in its impurity—must be
veiled, its supplementarity hidden from view. The formalist
insists upon the “disinterestedness” of his interpretations
and such disinterestedness requires a pure relation
between the art object and its supposedly inherent mean-
ing (embedded in its “form,” to be excavated by the dis-
cerning interpreter). The supplementarity of the body
corrupts this logic. For the nascent postmodernists such as
Nemser and Elwes who wish to privilege performance or
body art as antiformalist in its merging of art and life, its
delivery of the body/subject of the artist directly to the
viewer, the body must be seen as an unmediated reflection
of the self whose presence guarantees the “redemptive”
quality of art as activism. I argue in my book on body art,
however, that body art practices are never unequivocally
anti- or postmodernist and certainly not guarantors of pres-
ence. Unlike formalist modernism, which veils the body
of the artist to occlude its supplementarity (such that its
transcendence—its masculinity—seems obvious and nat-
ural),'® body art performances exacerbate the body’s sup-
plementarity and the role of representation in momentarily
securing its meanings through visible codes signaling gen-
der, race, and other social markers.

Case Study 2: Yayoi Kusama's Self-Portrait Photographs, c. 1960

There she is, enacting herself as pinup on one of her vertigi-
nous landscapes of phallic knobs (woman-as-phallus meets
phallus-as-sign-of-male-privilege): naked, heavily made-up
in the style of the 1960s, she sports high heels, long black
hair, and polka dots covering her bare flesh (fig. 3). As Kris
Kuramitsu has argued, this photograph “is only one of
many that highlight [Kusama’s] naked, Asian female body.
These photographs, and the persona that cultivated/was
cultivated by them is what engenders the usual terse assess-
ment [in art discourse] of Kusama as ‘problematic.” !
Kusama plays on her “doubled otherness”'® vis-a-vis
American culture: She is racially and sexually at odds with
the normative conception of the artist as Euro-American
(white) male. Rather than veil the ‘fact” of her difference(s)
(seemingly irrefutably confirmed by the visible evidence reg-
istered by her body), Kusama exacerbated it. (Intentionally?
Would I have “known” had I been there for her public “per-
formances” of self?) In a portrait of artists who participated
in the 1965 Nul exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum, Amster-
dam, Kusama sticks out like a sore thumb: there she stands,
front and center— among a predictably bourgeois group of
white, almost all male Euro-Americans (dressed in suits)—
her tiny body swathed in a glowing white silk kimono.*
Am I an object? Am I a subject? Kusama continues to
perform these questions in the most disturbingly direct of
ways, posing herself in 1993, dressed in polka-dotted fabric
on a polka-dotted floor in front of a mirror reflecting a
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