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The ontology of performance: 
representation without reproduction 

Performance's only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, 
recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the circulation of 
representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes some­
thing other than performance. To the degree that performance atteml:'ts 
to enter the economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the pro�se 
of its own ontology. Performance's being, like the ontology of subjec­
tivity proposed here, becomes itself through disappearance. 

The pressures brought to bear on performance to succumb to tl:e la�s 
of the reproductive economy are enormous. For o�y rarely m this 
culture is the "now" to which performance addresses its deepest ques­
tions valued. (This is why the now is supplemented and buttressed by 
the documenting camera, the video archive.) Performance o�curs over_a 
time which will not be repeated. It can be performed agam, but tlus 
repetition itself marks it as "different." The document of a performance 
then is only a spur to memory, an encouragement of memory to become 
present. 

The other arts, especially painting and photography, are drawn 
increasingly toward performance. The French-born artist Sophie Calle, 
for example, has photographed the galleries of t�e. Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum in Boston. Several valuable pamtmgs were stolen 
from the museum in 1990. Calle interviewed various visitors and mem­
bers of the museum staff, asking them to describe the stolen paintings. 
She then transcribed these texts and placed them next to the photo­
graphs of the galleries. Her work sugge�ts tha�t tl:e d:;scriptions
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and 
memories of the paintings constitute therr contmumg presence, de­
spite the absence of the paintings themselves. Call� gestures to':ard a 
notion of the interactive exchange between the art ob1ect and the viewer. 
While such exchanges are often recorded as the stated goals of museums 
and galleries, the institutional effect of t�e galle1y o�ei:i seems to put the 
masterpiece under house arrest, controlling all confhctmg and unp:o�es­
sional commentary about it. The speech act of memory �nd descnpt�on 
(Austin's constative utterance) becomes a performative expression 
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when Calle places these commentaries within the representation of the 
museum. The desa-iptions fill in, and thus supplement (add to, defer, 
and displace) the stolen paintings. The fact that these descriptions vary 
considerably - even at times wildly - only lends credence to the fact that 
the interaction between the art object and the spectator is, essentially, 
perfonnative - and therefore resistant to Hle claims of validity and 
accuracy endemic to the discourse of reproduction. While the art his­
torian of painting must ask if the reproduction is accurate and clear, 
Calle asks where seeing and memory forget the object itself and enter 
the subject's own set of personal meanings and associations. Further her 
work suggests that the forgetting (or stealing) of the object is a funda­
mental energy of its descriptive recovering. The description itself does 
not reproduce the object, it rather helps us to restage and restate the 
effort to remember what is lost. The descriptions remind us how loss 
acquires meaning and generates recovery - not only of and for the 
object, but for the one who remembers. The disappearance of the object 
is fundamental to performance; it rehearses and repeats the disappear­
ance of the subject who longs always to be remembered. 

For her contribution to the Dislocations show at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York in 1991, Calle used the same idea but this time 
she asked curators, guards, and restorers to describe paintings that were 
on loan from the permanent collection. She also asked them to draw 
small pictures of their memories of the paintings. She then arranged the 
texts and pictures according to the exact dimensions of the circulating 
paintings and placed them on the wall where the actual paintings 
usually hang. Calle calls her piece Ghosts, and as the visitor discovers 
Calle' s work spread throughout the museum, it is as if Calle' s own eye is 
following and tracking the viewer as she makes her way through the 
museum.1 Moreover, Calle's work seems to disappear because it is 
dispersed throughout the "permanent collection" - a collection which 
circulates despite its "permanence." Calle's artistic contribution is a kind 
of self-concealment in which she offers the words of others about other 
works of art under her own artistic signature. By making visible her 
attempt to offer what she does not have, what cannot be seen, Calle 
subverts the goal of museum display. She exposes what the museum 
does not have and cannot offer and uses that absence to generate her 
own work. By placing memories in the place of paintings, Calle asks that 
the ghosts of memory be seen as equivalent to "the permanent collec­
tion" of "great works." One senses that if she asked the same people 
over and over about the same paintings, each time they would describe 
a slightly different painting. Tn this sense, Calle demonstrates the per­
formative quality of all seeing. 
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Performance in a strict ontological sense is nomeproductive. It is this 
quality which makes performance the r�1t of the litter of c?ntemporary 
art. Performance clogs the smooth machmery of reproductive represen­
tation necessary to the circulation of capital. Perhaps nowhere was_ the 
affinity between the ideology of capitalism and art made more mamfest 
than in the debates about the funding policies for the National 
Endowment for the Arts (NEA).2 Targeting both photography and 
performance art, conservative politician� _sought to prevent endorsing 
the "real" bodies implicated and made visible by these art �o�ms. . 

Performance implicates the real throug_h the presence of livmg bod:1es. 
In performance art spectatorship there 1s an element of consumph?n: 
there are no left-overs, the gazing spectator must try to take everythmg 
in. Without a copy, live performance plunges into vis�bility - in a 
maniacally charged present-and disapp�ars into memor�, mto the realm 
of invisibility and the unconscious where 1t elude� regulation and con�ol. 
Performance resists the balanced circulations of finance. It saves nothmg; 
it only spends. While photography is vulnerable to charges of counterfeit­
ing and copying, performance art is vulnerable to ch�r_g_es of valuel�ss­
ness and emptiness. Performance indicates the possibility of re�al
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that emptiness; this potential revaluation gives performance art its dis­
tinctive oppositional edge.3 

To attempt to write about the undocumentable event of performance 
is to invoke the rules of the written document and thereby alter the 
event itself. Just as quantum physics discovered that macr_o-instruments 
cannot measure microscopic particles without transformmg those p�­
ticles, so too must performance critics realize that the labor to wnte 
about performance (and thus to "preserve" it) is also a labor that 
fundamentally alters the event. It does no go_o�, however, to simply 
refuse to write about performance because of this mescapable transform­
ation. The challenge raised by the ontological cl��1� _of perfo��an�e for . 
writing is to re-mark again the performative possibilities of wntmg 1�s�lf. 
The act of writing toward disappearance, rather than the act �f wnting 
toward preservation, must remember that the after-effect of disappear-
ance is the experience of subjectivity itself. . This is the project of Roland Barthes in both Camera _Luczda _and Rolm�d 
Barthes by Roland Barthes. It is also his project in Empire of Szgn�, but _m 
this book he takes the memory of a city in which he no longer 1s, � aty 
from which he disappears, as the motivation for the �ea1�ch for a d1�ap­
pearing performative writing. The trace left by tl:at �c�ipt �s the �eetmg­
point of a mutual disappearance; shared subJectivity 1S �ossible �o; 
Barthes because two people can recognize the same bnposs1ble. To �v 
for a love whose goal is to share the Impossible is both a humbling 
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project and an exceedingly ambitious one, for it seeks to find connection only in that which is no longer there. Memory. Sight. Love. It must inv?lve a full see!ng of the Other's absence (the ambitious part), a seeing which _ also entails the acknowledgment of the Other's presence (the hum�lmg part). For to ac�owledge the Other's (always partial) pres­ence 1s to acknowledge one s own (always partial) absence. In the field of linguistics, the performative speech act shares with the ontology of performance the inability to be reproduced or repeated. "Being an individual and historical act, a performative utterance cannot be repeated. Each reproduction is a new act performed by someone who is qualified. Otherwise, the reproduction of the performative utterance by someone else necessarily transforms it into a constative utterance."4 

Writing, an activity which relies on the reproduction of the Same (the three letters cat will repeatedly signify the four-legged funy anin1al with whiskers) for the production of meaning, can broach the frame of performance but cannot mimic an art that is nonreproductive. The mimicry of speech and writing, the strange process by which we put words in each other's mouths and others' words in our own, relies on a substitutional economy in which equivalencies are assumed and re­e�tablished. Performance refuse. s thi� i. stem of exchange and resists the arculato1y economy fundamental to 1t erformance honors the idea that a limited number of people in a spec· c time/space frat can have an 
�xperience_ of value which leaves no visible trace afterward. Writing about It necessarily cancels the "tracelessness" inaugurated wi • 1 this perfor­mative promise. Performance's independence from mass reproduction, technologically, economically, and linguistically, is its greatest strength. But buffeted by the encroaching ideologies of ca pita! and reproduction, it frequently devalues tlus strength. Writing about performance often, unwittingly, encourages this weakness and falls in behind the drive of the document/ary. Performance's challenge to writing is to discover a way for repeated words to become performative utterances, rather than, as Benveniste warned, constative utterances. The distinction between perforrnative and constative utterances was proposed by J. L. Austin in How To Do Things With Words. 5 Austin argued that speech had both a constative element (describing things in the world) and a performative element (to say sometlung is to do or make something, e.g. "I promise," "I bet," "I beg"). Performative spee_� acts refer �nly to themselves, they enact the activity the speecl1 signifies. For Dernda, performative writing promises fidelity only to the 
�tter�n�e of the promise: I promise to utter this promise. 6 The performa­�ve IS important to Derrida precisely because it displays language's mdependence from the referent outside of itself. Thus, for Derrida the performative enacts the now of writing in the present time.7 

Tania Modleski has rehearsed Derrida's relation to Austin and argues 
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that "feminist critical writing is simultaneously performative and 
utopian" ("Some Functions": 15). That is, femini�t. critic�l writing is an 
enactment of belief in a better future; the act of wntmg bnngs that future 
closer.s Modleski goes further too and says that women's relation to the 
performative mode of writing and speech_ is e�pe�al�y inten�e bec��e 
women are not assured the luxury of making lingrushc prormses within 
phallogocenh'ism, since all too often she is what is promised. 
Commenting on Shoshana Felman' s account of the "scandal ?f the 
speaking body," a scandal Felman elucidates through a rea�mg of 
Moliere's Dom Juan, Modleski argues that the scandal has different 
affects and effects for women than for men. "[T]he real, historical 
scandal to which feminism addxesses itself is surely not to be equated 

with the writer at the center of discourse, but the woman who remains 
outside of it, not with the 'speaking body,' but with the 'mute body' " 

(ibid.: 19). Feminist critical writing, Modleski argues: '"-:orks t?ward a 
time when the traditionally mute body, 'the mother, will be given the 
same access to 'the names' - language and speech - that men have 

enjoyed" (ibid.: 15). . . . . 
If Modleski is accurate in suggesting that the opposition for femuusts 

who write is between the "speaking bodies" of men and the "mute 

bodies" of women, for performance the opposition is between "the body 
in pleasure" and, to invoke the title of Elaine Scarry's book, "the body in 

pain." In moving from the grammar of words to the grammar of the 

body, one moves from the reabn of metaphor to th� realm of metony�y. 

For performance art itself however, the referent is always the agornz­

ingly relevant body of the perf?rmer. Metaphor_ works to secur� a 

vertical hierarchy of value and is reproductive; it works by eras�g 

dissimilarity and negating difference; it turns two into one_. Meton�m� 1s 
additive and associative; it works to secure a horizontal axis of contigmty 

and displacement. "The kettle is boiling" is a �en�ence which assum�s 

that water is contiguous with the kettle. The pomt IS not that the kettle is 

like water (as in the metaphorical love is like a rose), but rather the kettle 

is boiling because the water inside the kettle is. In performance, the body 

is metonymic of self, of character, of voice, of "presence." But in the 

plenitude of its apparent visibility and a�ailability, the performer actu­

ally disappears and represents sometlung else - danc:, move�ent, 

sound, character, "art." As we discovered in relation to Cmdy 

Sherman's self-portraits, the very effort to make t�e female �?dy ap�ear 

involves the addition of something other than the body. That ad­

dition" becomes the object of the spectator's gaze, in much the way the 

supplement functions to secure q_nd displace the fixed11��anin� of the 

(floating) signifier. Just as her body remains unseen as 111 itself it really 

is " so too does the sign fail to reproduce the referent. Performance uses 

the performer's body to pose a question about the inability to secure the 
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relation between subjectivity and the body per se; performance uses the 
bo�y to frame the lack of Being promised by and through the body- that 
which cannot appear without a supplement. 

In employing the body metonymically, performance is capable of resist­
�1g the re�rodu':ti�n of metaphor, and the metaphor I'm most keenly 
mterested m resIBting is the metaphor of gender, a metaphor which 
up��lds the vertical l�erarchy of value through systematic marking of the 
positive and the negative. In order to enact this marking, the metaphor of 
gen��r presupposes millied bodies whicl1 are biologically different. More 
spe�1cally, the�e unifie� bodies ai:e different in "one" aspect of the body, 
that IS to say, difference 1s located 111 the genitals. 

As Ma_cC
:n

nell _points out about Lacan's sto1y of the '1aws of urinary 
segregation (Ecnts: 151), same sex bathrooms are social institutions 
which further_ the metaphorical work of hiding gender/genital differ­
ence. The gerutals themselves are forever hidden within metaphor, and 
metaphor, as a "cultural worker," continually converts difference into 
�he Same. !he jo�ed task o� metaphor and culture is to reproduce itself; 
1t accomplishes t�1s �y tu_rrung two (or more) into one.9 By valuing one 
gender and marking it (with the phallus) culture reproduces one sex and 
one gender, the hommb-sexual. 

If this is true then women should simply disappear - but they don't. 
Or do they? If women are not reproduced within metaphor or culture, 
how do they survive? If it is a question of survival, why would white 
wo�en (appar:ntly visible cultural workers) participate in the repro­
duction of therr own negation? What aspects of the bodies and lan­
guages of women remain outside metaphor and inside the historical 
real? Or to put it somewhat differently, how do women reproduce and 
represent themselves within the figures and metaphors of hommo­
sexual representation and culture? Are they perhaps surviving in 
another (auto)reproductive system? 

"What founds our gender economy (division of the sexes and their 
mutual evaluation) is the exclusion of the mother, more specificaUy her 
body, more precisely yet, her genitals. These cannot, must not be seen" 
(original emphasis; MacCannell, Figuring Lacan: 106). The discursive and 
iconic "nothingness" of the Mother's genitals is what culture and meta­
phor cannot face. !hey must be effaced in order to allow the phallus to 
operate as that which always marks, values, and wounds. Castration is a 
response to this blindness to the mother's genitals. In "The Uncanny" 
Freud _suggests that the fear of blindness is a displacement of the deeper 
fear of castration but surely it works the other way as well, or maybe 
even more strongly. Averting the eyes from the "nothing" of the 
mother's genitals is the blindness which fuels castration. This is the 
blindness of Oedipus. Is blindness necessary to the anti-Oedipus? To 
Electra? Does metonymy need blindness as keenly as metaphor does? 
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suspends herself from poles; she sits fully dressed in well-excavated 
graves attended by a fish; she stands still on a crowded corner of 
downtown New York (8th and Broadway) in a red rabbit suit holding 
two loaves of bread; wearing a mirror mask, a black, vaguely antiquarian 
dress, with hands and feet painted white, she holds a white bowl of fruit 

and stands on the side of a country road. The more dramatic the 

appearance, the more disturbing the disappearance. As performances 
which are contingent upon disappearance, Festa's work traces the pass­
ing of the woman's body from visibility to invisibility, and back again. 
What becomes apparent in these performances is the labor and pain of 
this endless and liminal passing. 

In her 1987 performance called - appropriately - Untitled Dance (with 
fish and others), at The Experimental Intermedia Foundation in New 
York, Festa literally hung suspended from a pole for twenty-four hours 
(Figure 25). 11 The performance took place between noon on Saturday 
May 30 and noon on Sunday 31. The pole was positioned between two 
wooden supports at about an 80° angle and Festa hung suspended from 
it, her body wrapped to the pole with white sheets, her face and weight 
leaning toward the floor . Her eyes were covered with silver tape and 
thus looked, in all senses, beyond the spectator. About two and a half 
feet from the bottom of the pole was a small black cushion which 
supported her bare feet . Her feet in turn were projected onto a screen 
behind her to the left in close-up. The projection enlarged them so much 

that they seemed to be as large as the rest of Festa's body. On a video 
monitor in front of Festa and to the left, a video tape loop of the 
embryology of a fish played continuously. Finally, on a smaller monitor 
facing Festa a time-elapsed video documenting the dance (re)played and 
re(in)flected the entire performance. 

The images of death, birth, and resurrection are visually overlaid; 
Festa's point is that they are philosophically (and mythologically) insep­
arable. The work is primarily a spectacle of pain; while I do not wish to 

minimize this aspect of the performance, I will begin by discussing some 

of the broad claims which frame Untitled. The performance seeks to 
display the lack of difference between some of Western metaphysics' 
tacit oppositions - birth and death, time and space, spectacle and secret. 
By suspending herself between two poles (two polarities), Festa's per­
formances suggest that it is only within the space between oppositions 
that "a woman" can be represented. Such representation is, therefore 

and necessarily, extremely up-in-the-air, almost impossible to map or 
lay claim to . It is in a space in which there is no ground, a space in which 
(bare)feet cannot touch the grnund. 

The iconography of the performance is self-contradictmy: each pos­
ition is undermined by a succeeding one. Festa's wrapped body itself 
seems to evoke images of dead mummies and full cocoons. Reading the 



Figure 24 Angelika Festa, You Are Obsessive, Eat Something (1984). (Photo: 

Claudine Ascher. Courtesy: Angelika Festa) 
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image one can say something like: the fecundity of the central image is 
an image of History-as-Death (the mummy) and Futw·e-as-Unborn (the 
cocoon). The twenty-four-hour performance defines the Present (Festa's 
body) as that which continually suspends and thus prohibits the intrus­
ive return of that death and the appealing possibility of that birth. The 
Present is that which can tolerate neither death nor birth but can only 
exist because of these two "originary" acts. Both are required for the 
Present to be present, for it to exist in the suspended animation between 
the Past and the Future. 

But this truism is undercut by another part of the performance: the 
fish tape stops at precisely the moment the fish breaks out of the 
embryo; then the tape begins again. The tape thus revises the definition 
of History offered by the central image (History-as-Death). History is 
figured by the tape as an endless embryology whose import is not in the 
breaking out of - (the ubiquitous claim to historical "transformation") -
but rather in the continual repetition of the cycle of that mutation which 
produces birth. ("Be fruitful and multiply" is wittily made literal by the 
repeated projection of the tape loop.) 

The third image then undercuts the first two. The projected images 
of Festa's feet seem to be an half-ironic, half-devout allusion to the 
history of representations of the bloody feet of the crucified Cluist 
(Figure 26). On the one hand, (one foot?) the projections are like 
photographic "details" of Mannerist paintings and on the other, they 
seem to "ground" the performance; because of their size they demand 
more of the spectator's attention. The spatial arrangement of the room 
- with Festa in the middle, the feet-screen behind her and to the left, 
the fish tape in front of her also on the left, and the time-elapsed 1nini­
monitor directly in front of her and raised, forces the spectator con­
stantly to look away from Festa's suspended body. In order to look at 
the projected feet, one has to look "beyond" Festa; in order to look at 
the fish embryo tape or the video monitor recording the performance 
itself, one has to turn one's back to her. That these projected images 
seem to be consumable while the center image is, as it were, a "blind" 
image, suggests that it is only through the second-order of re/ 
presentation that we "see" anything. Festa's body (and particularly her 
eyes) is averted from the spectator's ability to comprehend, to see and 
thus to seize. 

The failure to see the eye/I locates Festa's suspended body for the 
spectator. The spectator's inability to meet the eye defines the other's 
body as lost; the pain of this loss is underlined by the corollary recog­
nition that the represented body is so manifestly and painfully there, for 
both Festa and the spectator. Festa cannot see her body because her eyes 
are taped shut; the spectator cannot see Festa and must gaze instead at 
the wrapped shell of a lost eyeless body. As with Wallace Stevens: "The 
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body is no body to be seen/But is an eye that studies its black lid" - and 

its back lid - the Nietzschean hinterfrage (Stevens, "Stars at Tallapoosa"). 

What is the back question for women? Back against the wall. Back 

off. Back out . About face. Lorna Simpson's photography has recently 

raised the question of the relation between the about face and the black 

face. In Guarded Conditions, for example , Simpson reassembles the 

polaroid fragmented images of a black woman's body (Figure 27). Her 

back faces the viewer; because the images are segmented in three 

sections vertically and repeated serially in six horizontal panels, the 

effort to see her without effacing her is made impossible. While 

Simpson's work is overtly about the documentary tradition of photog­

raphy, a tradition which has strong ties to the discourse and tech­

niques of criminality, in Guarded Cond-itions she also poses a deeper 

psychoanalytic response to the violence of perception itself. At the 

bottom of the image march these words: "Sex Attacks/Skin Attacks/Sex 

Attacks/Skin Attacks." Racial and sexual violence are an integral part of 

seeing the African-American woman . Her response to a perception 

which seeks her disappearance or her containment within the discur­

sive frames of criminality or pathology, is to turn her back. In the 

middle of her back, the woman clenches her fists and repeats the pose 

of Mapplethorpe's male model in Leland Richard (1980), discussed in 

chapter 2. Whereas for Mapplethorpe the model's clenched fist is a 

gesture toward self-imaging (his fist is like Mapplethorpe's holding the 

time-release shutter), in Simpson's work, the fist is a response to the 

sexual and racial attacks indexed as the very ground upon which her 

image rests. As in the work of Festa, the effort to read the image of the 

represented woman's body in Simpson's photography requires a 

bilingual approach to word and image, to what can and cannot be 

seen. The back registers the effacement of the subject within a linguis­

tic and visual field which requires her to be either the Same or the 

containable, ever fixed, Other. To attack that , Simpson suggests, we 

need to see and to read other/wise. 

Sight is both an image and a word; the gaze is possible both because of 

the enunciations of articulate eyes and because the subject finds a 

position to see within the optics and grammar of language. In denying 

this position to the spectator Festa and Simpson also stop the usual 

enunciative claims of the critic. While the gaze fosters what Lacan calls 

"the belong to me aspect so reminiscent of property" (Four Fu11dame11tal 

Concepts: 81) and leads the looker to desire mastery of the image, the 

pain inscribed in Festa's performance makes the viewer feel masterless. 

In Simpson's work, the "belong to me aspect" of the documentary 

tradition - and the narrative of mastery integral to it - is far too close to 

the "belong to me aspect" of slavery, domestic work, and the history of 

sexual labor to be greeted with anything other than a fist, a turned back, 

◄ 
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and an awareness of her own "guarded concLition" within visual 
representation.12 

Urnnoored from the traditional position of authority guaranteed by 
the conventions of address operative in the documentary tradition of the 
photograph, a tradition which functions to assure that the given to be 
seen belongs to the field of knowledge of the one who looks, Simpson's 

photographs call for a form of reading based on fragments, serialization, 
and the acknowledgment that what is shown is not what one wants to 

see. In this loss of security, the spectator feels an inner splitting between 
the spectacle of pain she witnesses but cannot locate and the inner pain 
she cannot express. But she also feels relief to recognize the historical 
Real which is not displayed but is nonetheless conveyed within 
Simpson's work. 

In Festa's work, a similar splitting occurs. Untitled is an elaborate pun 
on the notion of women's strength. The "labor" of the performance 
alludes to the labor of the delivery room - and the white sheets and red 
headdress are puns on the colors of the birthing process - the white light 
in the center of pain and the red blood which tears open that light. 13 The 

projected feet wryly raise the issue of the fetishized female body - the 
part (erotically) substituted for the w/hole - which the performance as a 
whole - seeks to confront. As one tries to find a way to read this 
suspended and yet completely controlled and confined body, images of 
other women tied up flood one's eyes. Images as absurdly comic as the 
damsel Nell tied to the railroad ties waiting for Dudley Doright to beat 
the clock and save her, and as harrowing as the traditional burning of 
martyrs and witches, coexist with more common images of women tied 
to white hospital beds in the name of "curing hysteria," force-feeding 
anorexics, or whatever medical malaise by which women have been 
painfully dominated and by which we continue to be perversely 
enthralled. 

The austere minimalism of this piece (complete silence, one per­
former, no overt action), actually incites the spectator toward list­
making of this type. The lists become dizzyingly similar until one finds it 
almost impossible to distinguish between Nell screaming on the railroad 
h·acks and the hysteric screaming in the hospital. The riddle is as much 
about figuring out how they became separated as about how Festa puts 
them back together. 

The anorexic who is obsessed by the image of a slender self, Nell who 
is the epitome of cross-cutting neck-wrenching cartoon drama, the 
martyr and witch whose public hanging/burning is dramatized as a 
lesson in moral certitude - either on the part of the victim-martyr or on 
the part of the witch's executioner - are each defined in terms of what 
they are not - healthy, heroic, or legitimately powerful. That these terms 
are themselves slippery, radically subjective, and historically malleable 

◄ 
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This arrogance, which she freely acknowl�dg�s and �akes b�atantl� 
obvious, in some senses, "cancels" my canrubalism. While a�] this ad�­
tion and subtraction is going on in my accountant-eyes, I begin to realize 
that this too is superficial. The performance resides �omewhere else -
somewhere in the reckoning itself and not at all m the sums and 
differences of our difficult relationship to it. But this thought does not 
allow me to completely or easily inhabit a land of equality or �emocracy, 
although I believe that is part of what is intended. I fe�l mstead the 
terribly oppressive physical, psychic, and visual cost of t_l�s. exchange. If 
Festa's work can be seen as a hypothesis about the poss1b1hty of human 
communication, it is an uncompromising one. There is no meeting-place 
here in which one can. escape the imposing shadow of those (bloody) 
feet: if History is figured in the tape loop as a repetitious birth cycle,_ the 
Future is figured as an unrelenting cycle of death. Where e. e. cummmgs 
writes: "we can never be born enough," Festa counters: "we can never 
die sufficiently enough. "  This sense of the ubiquitousness_of d�ath and 
dying is not completely oppressive, however (alt�ough at times �t �?mes 
close to that) - because the performance also insists 01: �he poss1b1hty of 
resurrection. By making death multiple and repetitious, Festa also 
makes it less absolute - and implicitly, less sacred - not so much the 
exclusive province of the gods. 

My hesitation about this aspect of Festa's work stems not from the 
latent romance of death (that's common enough), but rather from h�r 
apparent belief (or perhaps "faith" is a better w�rd) t!1at this 
suspension/surrender of her own ego can be accomplished 1n a per-. 
formance. It is this belief/fait h  which makes Festa's work so extrava­
gantly literal. Festa's piece is conting�nt u_ron_tl1.e possibility of c1:eat�ng 
a narrative which reverses the narrative direct10n of The Fall; begmnmg 
with the post-lapsarian second-order of Representation, Festa' s. Untitled 
attempts to give birth - through an intense process of physical and 
mental labor _ to a direct and unmediated Presentation-of-Presence. 
That this Presence is registered through the body of a woman in pain �s 
the one concession Festa makes to the pervasiveness (and the persuasi­
veness) of post-lapsarian perception and Being. Enormously and 
stunningly ambitious, Festa' s performances leave both the spe�tator 
and the performer so exhausted that one cannot �elp ?ut :-vo_nder 1f the 
pleasure of presence and plenitude is worth havmg if this 1s the only 
way to achieve it. 

. . In the spectacle of endurance, discipline,_ a�d serm-_madness that this 
work evokes, an inversion of the characteristic paradigms of performa­
tive exchange occurs. In the spectacle of fatigue, endurance, and de­
pletion, Festa asks the spectator to unde�go first a ,farallel mov��ent 
and then an opposite one. The spectator s second performan�e 1s a 
movement of accretion, excess, and the recognition of the plenitude of 
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one's physical freedom in conh·ast to the confinement and pain of th 
performer's displayed body. 

e 

Ill 

In_ The History of SexunlittJ Foucault argues that "the agency of domin­ation does not reside in the one who speaks (for it is he who is constrained), but in the one who listens and says nothing; not in the one who knows and answers, but in the one who questions and is not supposed to know" (�exuality: . 64). He is describing the power­knowled_ge fulcrum which sustarns the Roman Catholic confessional, but as with most of Foucault's work, it resonates in other areas as well. As a description of the power relationships operative in many forms o_f performance Foucault's observation suggests the degree to which the silent spectator dominates and controls the exchange. (As Dustin Ho�fi_ii-an_ made �o clear in Tootsie, the performer is always in the female posrtion m relation to power.) Women and performers, more often than 
�ot, are "�c_ripted" to "sell" or "confess" something to someone who is m the position to buy or forgive. 

Much Western theatre evokes desire based upon and stimulated by the �eq1_1ality betwe_en performer and spectator - and by the (potential) dommahon of t l:e silent spectator. That this model of desii-e is appar­ently so compatible with (traditional accounts of) "male" desire is no ' d  i s  B acc1 ent. ut �ore centrally this account of desire between speaker/ performer �n� _li_stener/spectator reveals how dependent these positions are upon :71s1b1lity_ and a c?herent point of view. A visible and easily loc�ted pomt of view provides the spectator with a stable point upon which to_ tur_n_ on_ the machinery of projection, identification, and (inevi­ta�le) ob1ectif1cation. Performers and their critics must begin to redesign this stable set of assumptions about the positions of tl1e theatrical exchange. 
The question raised by Festa's work is the extent to which interest in visual or psyc_hic aversion signals an interest in refusing to participate in a representat10nal economy at all. By virtue of having spectators she accepts at least the initial dualism necessary to all exchange. But Festa's perf�rmanc�s a

1
�e so profoundly "solo" pieces that this work is obviously not a solution to the problem of women's representation. Festa addresses the female spectator; her work does not speak about men, but rather about the loss and grief attendant upon the recognition of �he chasm between presence and re-presentation. By taking the notion that women are not visible within the dominant narratives of history and the co_ntemforary customs of performance literally, Festa 

�rompts ne_w cons1derah�ns abo_ut the central "absence" integral to the representation of women m patnarchy. Part of the function of women's 
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absence is to perpetuate and maintain the presence of male desire as 

desire _ as unsatisfied quest. Since the female body and t�e female 
h t t be  "staged" or "seen" within representational me-c arac er canno . . 

di ·thout challengm· g the hegemony of male desire, it can be urns W1 

f tl f 1 effective politically and aesthetically to _deny represen 1�g _ 1e ema _e 
body (imagistically, psychically). The belief, the l�ap ?f faith; is th_at t�1s 

denial will bring about a new form of representation 1t�elf (I m thinking 
only half jokingly of the sex strike in Lysistrata: no_ sex till the war ends). 
Festa's performance work underlines the suspension of the female body 
between the polarities of presence and abs�nce, and in�ists that "the 
woman" can exist only between these categones of analysis. . 

Redesigning the relationship between self and other, subiect an_d 
object, sound and image, man and w�m�, �pectato� and performer, 1s 
enormously difficult. More difficult still is w1thdrawmg from re�resen­
tation altogether. I am not advocating that �d of r_etreat or hopmg f?r 

that kind of silence (since that is the position ass1?ned to women ill 

language with such ease). The task, _in other words, 1s to make co�nter­
feit the currency of our representational economy_- not_ by refusmg to 

· · t · · t  t all but rather by making work m which the costs of partiCJpa e m 1 a , ' 
f f women's perpetual aversion are cl�arly measured. Such orms o 

accounting might begin to interfere with the str�cture of hommo-sexual 
desire which informs most forms of 1epresentat10n. 

IV 
Behind the fact of hommo-sexual desrre and represen�ation the_questio� 
of the link between representation and repro�u;tion 1em�s- This 
question can be re-posed by 1eturning to Austm s contention that a 
performative utterance carmot be reprnduced _or r_epresented. _ 

For Lacan, the inauguration of language 1s srmulta_neous with th� 
inauguration of desrre, a desrre which is alwa�s pa_in.1:ul because 1t 
cannot be satisfied. The potential mitigation of this pam is also depei:­
dent upon language; one must seek a cure from the :-7ound of words m 
other words _ in the words of the other, in the pronuse of what S�evens 
calls "the completely answering voice" ("T�e _Sail of Ulysses," m The 
Palm at the End : 389). But this mitigation of pam 1_s alwa�s d_eferred by the 
promise of relief (Austin's performative), as a_gamst rehef 1ts�lf, because 
the other's words substitute for other words m an endless :nzse-en-a_byme 
of metaphorical exchange. Thus the linguistic �cono�y_, like the finan­
cial economy is a ledger of substitutions, in which addition and subtrac­
tion (the plu� and the minus) accord value to the "right" words at the 
right time. One is always offering what one does not have �;ca�se what 
one wants is what one does not have - and for Lacan, feelings are 
always reciprocal," if never "equal."16 Exchanging what one does not 

-
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have for what one desiies (and therefore does not have) puts us in the realm of the negative and the possibility of what Felman calls "radical negativity" (The Literary Speech Act: 143). 

While feminist theorists have been repeatedly cautioned about becom­ing stuck in what Sue-Ellen Case describes as "the negative stasis of what cannot be seen," I think radical negativity is valuable, in part because it �esists _ reproduction. uFelman remarks: "radical negativity is what constitutes m fact the analytic or performative dimension of thought: at once what makes it an act" (original emphases; ibid.: 143). As an act, the performance of negativity does not make a claim to truth or accu­racy. Performance seeks a kind of psychic and political efficacy, which is to say, performance makes a claim about the Real-impossible. As such, the perform�tive utterances o� negativity cannot be absorbed by history because their affects/effects, like the constative utterances about stolen 
?aintings which Sophie Calle turns into performatives by framing them 
ill the gallery, are always changing, va1ied and resolutely unstatic obje�t�. " Whal _histo�·y cannot nssi111ilate," Felman argues, "is thus the z111p/1c1tly analyhca/ dnnension of all radical or fecund thoughts, of all new theories: the 'force' of their 'performance' (always somewhat subver­sive) and their 'residual smile' (always somewhere self-subversive)" (original emphases; ibid.). 

The residual smile is the place of play within performance and within theory. Within play the failure to meet, the impossibility of understand­in?, i� comic rat�er than tragic. The stakes are lower, as the saying goes. W1thm the relatively determined limits of theory, the stakes are low indeed. 
Or are they? 
The performance of theory, the act of moving the "as if" into the indicative "is," like the act of moving descriptions of paintings into the frames of the stolen or lent canvases, is to replot the relation between 

?er�eiver and object, b�tween self and other. In substiruting the sub­Ject s memory of the obJect for the object itself, Calle begins to redesign the order of the museum and the representational field. Institutions whose only function is to preserve and honor objects - traditional museums, archives, banks, and to some degree, universities - are intimately involved in the reproduction of the sterilizing binaries of self/other, possession/dispossession, men/women which are increas­ingly inadequate formulas for representation. These binaries and their institutional upholders fail to account for that which cannot appear between these tight "equations" but which nonetheless inform them. These institutions must invent an economy not based on preservation but one which is answerable to the consequences of disappearance. The savings and loan institutions in the US have lost the customer's belief in the promise of security. Museums whose collections include objects 
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taken/purchased/obtained from cultures who are no� asking . (a_nd 

xpecting) their return must confront the legacy of their appropriative 

�stoiy in a much more nuanced and complex way than cu�rently 

·1 F' ally universities whose domain is the reproduction of 
prevai s. m , . i ·c1 h b" t 
knowledge must re-view the theoretical enterpns_e by w u 1 t e o iec 

surveyed is reproduced as property with (theoretical) value. 

-

Afterword : notes on hope 
- for my students 

The uncertainty principle fundamentaJ to physics is based on the failure 
of the empirical to secure the real. Fort. Da. Testing for the quantum is a 

hazard of probabilities if not fortunes, best guesses of events before and 
after the leap. The measurement of the quantum's movement in time/ 
space cannot be securely repeated within the logic of empirical represen­
tation. (Nor can the boson's, the quark's, or the gluon's.) Like perform­
ance, the quantum cannot be preserved, recalled, measured, and 
evaluated by recourse to representation's insurance policies. Always 
insecure, the nervous system of matter is reflected in the nervous 
condition of psychic being.1 

Performance art usually occurs 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 a rackety bridge swaying under too 
much weight, performance keeps one anchor on the side of the cor­
poreal (the body Real) and one on ilie side of the psychic Real. 
Performance boldly and precariously declares that Being is performed 
(and made temporarily visible) in that suspended in-between. 2 

Performance commentators tend to open their critical cameras and set 
up their tripods on one side or ilie other - the "physical" readers are 
usually trained in movement analysis and/or history, and the "psychic" 
readers are usually trained in Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic 
theory (although rarely in practice). Perhaps it would be worthwhile to 

experiment with the possibility of a different notion of the relation 
between these two camps. It might be fruitful to take the body as always 
both psychic and material/physical: this would necessitate a combined 
critical methodology. One could employ both physics and psycho­
analysis to read the body's movements and paralytic pauses. 

But before one can speak of a psychoanalytic physics or a physics of 
psychoanalysis one must first recognize how each system "proves" the 
impossibility of seizing the Real. At the risk of redundancy: this is not to 

say that the real does not exist. It does. But it is to say that it cannot be 
seen, arrested, fixed with the "slower" I/eye. "Love's interpretation 
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otherwise noted, are from this essay. 

4 See Laurence Tribe, Abortion: the Clash of Absolutes: 207. 
5 See Rosalind Petchesky, "Fetal Images: the Power of Visual Culture in the 

Politics of Reproduction." . . . . 6 Quoted in Faludi, Backlash: 421. In naming the fetus male, the Rightparticrpates m 
and perpetuates the idea that sons are more valuable than daughters. 

7 See Tribe, Abortion: the Clash of Absolutes: 235-7 for a discussion of the court's 
reluctance to impose state responsibility for child abuse, and its haste to 
provide fetal protection. . 8 For a detailed discussion of the connection between safe sex, safe spendmg, 
and performance see my essay "Money Talks, Again." 

9 It is worth noting that there are very real historical and political detenninants 
that have fed the idea that abortion can be seen as a form of race/ethnic 
genocide. Just as the New Right has used alternating images of the innocent 
fetus and the mutilated fetus, the racial politics of the abortion rights cam­
paign has been haunted by the specter of enforced sterilization. For a 
harrowing account of this history, see Angela Davis, "Racism, _Bir�h Co�trol 
and Reproductive Rights," in Women, Race and Class. _The contm�g fa1_lure 
to distinguish adequately the difference between bemg pro-abortion rights 
and pro-abortion has severely undermined the campaign for �eprod

i:
ctive 

freedom. Currently, there is a serious danger that somethmg akm to 
enforced abortion is occurring with HIV-infected pregnant women, particu­
larly among the poor and non-white. For fuller treatment of the racial politics 
involved in reproductive tedmologies see Marlene Gerber Fried (ed.), From 
Abortion to Reproductive Freedom: Transforming a Movement. 

10 See Paul Sachdev (ed.), International Handbook on Abortion: 476. 
11 Alisa Solomon, "Oppression Theology": 35. 
12 The National Abortion Federation: 1436 USt, Strite 103, Washington, DC 20009. It 

should be noted that 267 is actually fewer incidents than the previous three years 
(1984--6) when 413 incidents were reported. But before 1987, there were no 
"blockades" and therefore no subsequent arrests for blockading. 

13 Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. and tr. James Stracl1ey, vol. 23: 
113-14. 

14 Debbie Price, "Prince George's Paternity Cou rt Delivers Results." 
15 See Lis Wiehl, "DNA Test Dooms Paternity Trials, Lawyers Say." 
16 ibid. 
17 Ruth Marcus, "States Can 'Presume' Husband is Child's Father ." 
18 Quoted in ibid. 
19 In the Baby M. case, the marital family of the Stems was valued over the 

biological claim of Mary Beth Whitehead, the surrogate mother. But interest­
ingly, the judge did give Whitehead visitation rights. Visitation rights were 
not extended to Michael H. Thus the court's thinking seems to go like this: 
marital family with biological tie to child who wants child first priority; 
biological mother second claim; biological father t?-Ud claim. . 20 Spatial limitations make it impossible for me to discuss fully the logic of the 
"consent" requirement in relation to parents, as against "fathers." In other 
words, while the biological father's permission to abort is not required, in the 
case of teenage pregnancy the consent of a parent, or a judicial paterfamilias, 
is required (see Hodgson v. Minnesota ai1d Ohio v. Akron Center for Reproductive 
Health (1990). In effect, the pregnant woman is still required to enter a public 
discussion about her reproduction - with the doctor; the teenager is required 
to enter a discussion with the doctor, a parent, or a judge. The potential 

-

Notes 1 91 
intere�t in the abortifacient known as RU-486 is keen in part because eventu­
ally tl�•s has far· gr_eater potential to become a medical technology capable of 
restonng s?me pnvacy to the pregnant woman. (It is not yet private how­
ey�r; the pUJ must,be a�ministere� under a doctor's care and require� three 
V1S1ts to the doctor_s office.) See Tnbe (pp. 215-20) for a full discussion. 

21 Randall Terry on VIdeo-taped interview with Julie Gustafoson October 1988· 
quoted in GinsbLU·g, "Saving America's Souls": 26. ' ' 

22 For _a _brill!a�t reading of law's inability to think of a continuous body see 
Patncra Williams, The Alchemy of Race and Rights. 

7 THE ONTOLOGY OF PERFORMANCE: REPRESENTATION WITHOUT REPRODUCTION 1 Thi� notion of follow�g and tracking was a fundamental aspect of Calle's earlier performance pieces. See J�an Baugrillai·d Suite Venitienne/Sophie Calle, Please Follow Me, for documentation of Calle's surveillance of a stranger. 2 See _my essays "Money Talks" and "Money Talks, Again" for a full elab­oration. 
3 Of_course not all performance art has an oppositional edge. The ontological cla.uns ?� performance art are what I a.in addressing here, ai1d not the politics of ambition. 
4 Emile_ Benveniste, Problems in General Linguistics, quoted in Shoshana Felman The Literary Speech Act: 21. ' 5 J. L. !'ustin, How To Do Things With Words, 2nd edn. Derrida's rereading of Austm also comes from an interest in the performative element within language. 
6 Jacques Derrida, "Signature, Event, Context." 7 See Felman, The Literary Speech Act, for a dazzling reading of Austin 8 See my -�ssay, "Reciting the Citation of Others" for a full discu�sion of Modleski s essay ai1d performance. 9 Juliet MacCannell, Figuring Lacan: Criticism and the Cultural Unconscious, esp. pp. 90-117. 

10 The disappear�n_c� _of the Mother's Being also accounts for the (relative) succes� of the V1s1bi11ty of the anti-abortion groups. The smooth displacement of the �mage of t�e Mother �o the hyper-visible image of the hitherto unseen fetus, 1s accomplished pre?s�ly because the Being of the Mother is what is al':"'ays already excluded Wlthin representational economies. See Chapter 6 in this volume for further elaboration of this point. 1 1  �ome_ �f the description of this performance first appeai·ed in my essay Femuust Theory, Poststructuralism, ai1d Performance. "  12 For an _e_xcellent discussion of these guarded conditions in television, fiction, an� �r!�ca1 theory for the African-American woman see Michele Wallace's Inv1s1b1l1ty Blues. 13 Festa actu�ly_be?an the Untitled performance wearing a white rabbit head­dress, which 1s lighter and cooler than. the red; she has on other occasions wo?1 the red one and the themes of "red" and "white" are constant preoccu­pations of her work. The heat during Untitled (in the nineties) was intense en?u�h that she was eventually persuaded to abandon the white headdress. 14 This 1s one of the reasons "shock" is such a limited aesthetic for theatre. It is hard to be shocked by one's own behavior/desire, although easy to be by someone else's. 15 In fac� it �ay account for the intense male homoeroticism of so much of theatrical history. 
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16  Lacan, no citation, quoted in Felman, The Li_teranJ Speech Act: 29. 
17 Sue-Ellen Case, "Introduction," in Performing Fenumsrns, ed. Case: 13_. For 

other warnings about the negativity of !eminist theory see:_ �i
r:1-

da Al�o:f, 
"Cultural Feminism versus Poststructuralism: The Identity CnslS m Femnust 
Theory"; Laura Kipnis, "Feminism: the Political Conscience of Post­
modernism?"; in Universal Abandon?, ed. Ross; and Janet Bergsh·om and 
Mary Aim Doane, "The Female Spectator: Contexts and Directions," Camera 
Obscura (20-21) May-September 1989. 

8 AFTERWORD: NOTES ON HOPE 
1 Michael Taussig has developed the concept of the nervous system, political 

terror and mimesis in his collection of essays, The Nervous System . . 
2 Notio� of ''between-ness" and "liminality" are ftmdamental aspects of Richard 

Schechner' s performance theory. In Between, Theater and :4-n_thropology, Schech�er 
credits the late anthropologist Victor Turner s work on lurunality as a foundatio­
nal insight for his own subsequent underst�ding of '.he "points of �ontact'' 
between ritual and performance art. My pomt here 1s somewhat different. 
While Scheclmer refers positively to the power of performance to "invent" the 
real, I am arguing that achlally performance admi�s and tries to face �e 
impossibility of seizing/seeing the real anywhere 3:1ytime. Ple�� note that tlu_s 
is not to say that the real does not exist, for surely 1t does. But 1t 1s to say that 1t 
cannot be anested, seen, or seized. Performance's inability to be caphlred or 
documented within the re-enactments promised by the copy is part of what 
makes it, per force, face the impossibility of seizing the Real . . Scheclmer's 
argument and my own are compatibl� insofar as one accepts th� 1dea_that th_e 
real "invented" (or more preasely, rediscovered) by performance lS the 11np�ss1-
bility of its representation. Just as an iJ1dividual cannot se�re self-seemg, 
neiilier can the Real. It is only fair to note, however, that I believe most days 
Scl1eclmer himself would reject this claim of compatibility. He values perform­
ance's ability to invent new-Reals; I value perfom1ance's admission of the 
iJnpossibility of securing the Real. . . 

3 This is partially because she cannot lay hold of herself e1tl�er smce t�1e self-other 
dyad is itself both internal and external. Butler argues: 'In my �ew, the self 
only becomes a self on the condition th�t it ha� suffered a separation (gr�1mar 
fails us here, for the it only becomes differentiated through that separ�ti?n), a 
loss which is suspended and provisionally resolved through a melancl1olic mcor­
poration of some Other. TI1.at Other i�stalled u.:1 the_ sel� �us �stablishes ilie 
permanent incapacity of that self to a�ueve _self-identity; 1t 1s as 1t were always 
already disrupted by that Other; the disru�ti?!, ?,f the Oth�r at the h;,art _of �e 
self is ilie very condition of tl1e selfs poss1bihty (emphasis added; Imitation 
and Gender Insubordination": 27). Here, as elsewhere with Butler, one can see 
the way in which she enfolds Lacan within Fre�1�: her parenthe�cal_remark is 
t11e anchoring point of Lacan's Mfrror Phase - 1t 1s language which 1s the loss 
that makes Being a reflective possibility and that reflective "mirror" which 
castrates being from "just" Bemg. I emphasize her notion of "a lo�s which is 
suspended" only to stress that it is the self who is always already ll1 loss and 
always already lost who is (endlessly) suspended. . . 

4 It is not so much that alternative power systems are nnposs1ble to per.form for 
more than a minute or two. But it is to underline how quickly hierarchies of 
power reassert themselves eve1;1 � co�tU1ities de�cated to �iss�lving 
hierarchies altogether. An orgaruzahon with a progressive, egahtanan ideol­
ogy such as ACT-UP faces power struggles not terribly dissimilar to the 
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struggles of Ope�·ati_on Rescue. It is a mistake, in other words, to assume that we hav� done with issues of powex-knowledge when we invent and perfo • alte_rnative communities. All of iliis discussion is indebted to Foucaul\� notion of power-knowledge. 5 !" te�t such as W�am Styron's Darkness Visible is exactly not the thing T have m mmd. J:Ie us�s illnesses to establish the certaiJ1ty of "bad medicu1e."  And thus t�e ,�tegnty ?_f his body is re-established by the "triumph" of its essential_ goodness over the badness of medical opinion. Allon White's 
'.;xtr�?rdmary me�oir, "Too Close to the Bone" comes close to the kind of wnt�g the body I m�ru;i- Mic�1ael_ Lynch's "Last Onsets: Teaching with AIDS an_d Ev� Sedgw1�k s fascmati.ng "A Poem is Being Written" have moments m which they fu1d a_way for writing to accept the uncertainty of the b?dfs ontology. For Sedgwick that w1certainty is best expressed in the dtS!Jim�ture� between secrets and sexual expressions, while for Lynch that 
�rncert�'.nty 1_s �ost fully expresse� in the desire to remain healthy while unde1_standmg the route of lus disease - withiJ1 his own body and within th� social body of his cl�ssroom. But both Lynch and Sedgwick fall back from tlu� �ask 1_n order to a_clueve a mor� h·a�i�onal "literary criti.ca] aim." They use theu _bodies to read ltte�ature and nnplmtly valorize literary texts above their physical performances m and through their own bodies. Natalie Kusz's Road Song faces the uncextaiJ1ty of the body through mapping the loss of her eye the _deat�1 of her 1�other, and the landscape of Alaska. Taken together thcs� fom wo1 ks _(ail wntten m the last five yearn) point to a significant rethinking of the relattons_hip bet_ween w01:ds and the body. Each profoundly compli­cates t�e American (m1s)translahon of the notion of writing the body associ­ated with Frencl1 feminism. 

_These fom tex�s, however, are dwarfed by the long and careful consider­at10n of_ the relat10!1 between_ the body and the self most fully articulated in the w�rks_ of �1can-�mencan women writers. Beginning with Haniet Jacobs lnc1dents 111 the Life of a Slavegirl, through the fiction of Nella Larse th� "fo�k tales" of Zora Neale Hurst?n. (best animated in Spunk), the a�toi:� ogiaphies of Maya Allgelou, the fict10n of Toni Morrison especially The Blues_t Eye and Beloved, the biomythography of Audre Lord�, Zami: A New 
�pellm� of.1'1,Y Nm;;e, �ne can s�; a central preoccupation with questions of ownerslu� and marntenance of a body that is and is not one's own. This preoccup�hon ext�nds as w_ell to several contemporary African-American women visual artists, espec1�y R�n�e Gree_n, Loma Simpson, and Aitis Lane. _Green ha,s made a multi-media mstallation directly inspired by Jacobs' narrative. Lane s mo�t _recent work is mmsual for sculpture because she tries to mold the body as 1t 1s emergmg into matter (and I intend tl1e awkwmdness 
?f the P;esent participle). While most sculpture of the body hies to "capture" it, Lane s tnes to mirror the moment of the body's transit between conception and form, for both the model and the mtist. On a beautiful bronze nude, for 
�xam_rle, she may leave the cera1nic mold visible. One of her most astonish­mg pieces, B·1rth. (1988), is a "perfect" bronze: it displays a woman knees bent feet .flat, arms open _and extended toward the .floor, mouth open, neck taut'. stomach �wollen, "".,1th the head,,of a _baby just poking out between her legs. See �ane s essay, Emergence. It mtroduces a series of excellent repro­ductions of the sculptures. 6 See David Wojnarowicz, Tongues of Flame. 7 By "_the a�ymmeh·ic?l stage" I mean the rules and composition of the Senate confirmation comrrut!ee. Fowteen_ white men 1,vith histories of plagia1ism, drunkeimess, and influence peddling (again this is the short list), are prob-




