Event-Text

Shatrered beings are best represented by bits and pieces.
Rainer Maria Rilke

Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannort
be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in
the circulation of representations of representations: once it
does so, it becomes something other than performance. To
the degree that performance artempts to enter the economy
of reproducrion ipbétrays and lessens the promise of its own
ontalogy.

Peggy Phelan

S_Imr.*erfd Auarnmiﬁ-_;ullurg-mggﬂxﬂ a set of commis-
stoned contributions from an internarional range of
artists and writers within the ficld of contemporary per-
formange. The works documented and discussed here
span many genres including experimental theatre;, drag,
performance-installation, physical theatre, durational
performance, solo worky performance=poetry, internet
and site-specific pieces. The presence of this diversity of
forms is not arranged in order to identify a new transcen-
dent arr form caregory or to constitute a cohesive aes-
thetic movement or body, rather, the works gathered
here were selecred in terms of their address to two key
debates: the status and imaging of the body in Western
culture and the question of the historical preservartion
of transient performances. We asked, whar visions of the
body does contemporary performance present? How is
the performing body marked by the powers of tradition,
sex, memory and death? Whar issues are at stake in the
translation of live art into dead records? What forms of
documentation and critical writing are appropriate to
these ephemeral events? In asking these questions, it
quickly became apparent that the responses which con-
tributors wished to make would not only entail creative
approaches to the critical languages employed, but also
innovations in the formal prﬁpcrries of the publication:

bound pages and textual expressions would not suffice.
Why might the perferming body and the performance
event so trouble the traditions and forms of textual pub-
lication? Looking ata broad field of contemporary per-
formance, it is possible to identify an uneven presence

of certain shared urges that might begin to explain this
resistance: a distrust of commodification; a commitment
to undermine the dominant orders of the text; an interest
in intense physicality and sensory impression; an avant-
gardist suspicion of ~he values of consensus inherent
within the popular; a defiance of institutionalisation in
all its forms; and most commonly, a concentration on the
interactive dynamics of the performer-spectator relation
and a cnmspnndmﬁ tendency towards the valorisation
of the event. Many of these elements pose acute problems
for the smooth incorporation of performance into histor-
ical record.
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iation and criical theory. This assimi-
lan has so persuasively argued, takes
‘away “performani€e’s only life”; strips performance of
‘the very elements@hich constiture its power and #alue.!
But performance’s afrer-life in the realms of publication
also promises much. Not least, for the artist it may extend
their vision to new audiences, further their reputation
and increase their eultural authority. It may even relieve
the harsh realities within which many live artists work.
The *profits’ are certainly not one-sided, and in the realm
of critical theory, the theoretician like the academy itself,
gains from the intellectual commadification and repro-
duction of elusive events. Like an old colonial machine,
the academy relentlessly surveys fresh cultural territory
and submits it to its discursive control. It may bestow a
little cultural capital along the way, but its institutional
powers, within which many of us necessarily work, are
turned towards the mastery of evasive phenomena by
their conversion inte objects of knowledge, Subjected to
the proprieties of this knowledge machine, cultural events
are surveyed, measured, identified and transformed into
appropriate, lasting, material remainders. This is a prob-
lem for performance not only because, as Phelan has

identified, its ontology is constituted through disappear-
ance, but as Fiona Templeton has argued, there is an his-
torical and seemingly immutable association in the West
of knowledge with materiality, an association which per-
formance persistently calls into question.2

In the rush o capitalise on the cultural charge of per-
formance, careful questions must be asked around the
discourses and traditions within which documentary and
critical practices take place and the politics of the opera-
rion of these forms of reproduction upon live events,
Recent debates on the process of performance documen-
ration have brought home the seductions of perspectives
which see their own modes of writing or recording as
rransparent and non-affective, performance
stageable or recoverable
further approaches
sory which engage with,
and openly present, the resonancés ﬁ:f the performance
event’s radical inaccessibility within reproductive forms,
the subjective constructions, and the inevirable reduc-
tions which such forms impose upon performance. If,
within the media-dense culture iniwhi
sage of performance into other fopms of representation
(whether film, video, ammdmpe ROM, object, rext-
document, journalism or critign theory) is inevitable, the
terms of its transference are not, Undoubtedly each of
these reproducrive forms will enact distiner kinds of
translation, operating differently on the event and recre-
ating it in distinct ways according to their own inherent
formal dynamics and traditions, As an assemblage of
various reproductive media, Shattered Anatomies is an
attempt to multiply both the modes of address to perfor-
mance and the possibilities inherent within distinet docu-
mentary and critical forms.

For many of the contributors to this collection, to ex-
plore these ideas within a publication is to present and
investigate the mechanics and the failings of the very form
in which you record; ro ask what reproduction omits,
excludes, forgets and loses. Cireling around this loss, a
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number of core questions recur. How can the eventhood
of performance be defined? What is the body’s presence
and role within the ontology of the event? What cultural
conventions, meanings and differences mark the bodies
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utilised in performance? Whart happens in transposition
to the phenomenal realms of the bodies of performers and
spectators which are undoubredly a constitutive element
within the meanings of the event? Working against the
binary traditions of Western thoughr and a structural
division within performance theory, between the phenom-
enal body and the body as the object of representation,
how might documentation and critical theory encounter
and present the constitution of meaning through the
sensory reality of the lived body? 4 What happens to the
spatial, temporal and inter-subjective dynamics of perfor-
mance as it is reconfigured in the document or in critical
theory? How mighr the terms of this reconfiguration be
made apparent within reproduction? How does memory
play through performance events and our subsequent
restagings of their meanings in the record? In response to
these considerations you will find a range of documentary
perspectives here, from textual sources which precede the
performance event and.indicate intentions rather than ef-
fects, to residual artefacts and relics, which not only draw

artention ro their inherent loss, bur the necessity of the

reader’s recreation and, in some cases, physical re-perfor-
mance of their constitutive acts and I'llf-‘]llﬁ:lﬂ& Just as the
authority and certainty of documentary power is opened
heregthe enitical meditanons, in.cheie determinations of
performance works, often return to the intrusions of the
writer's subjectivity upon the process of the recovery of
the event; the excavation of their psychic, phenomenal
and memorial landscapes which are inevitably pressed into
the experience and recollection of the work. The arte-
facts, documents and critical writings assembled as
Shattered Anatomies concern themselves with these issues,
exploring and interrogating the relation of the performance
event to reproduction, of the body to the text. In their
multiple forms, critical styles and influences, they present
not one history, but many contesting histories, not one
body, but bodies, marked in the process of translation.

Adrian Heathfield
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