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Dear reader,

In this book you will find a collection of six texts 
written by artists, journalists, social commentators, 
dramaturges and theorists. The texts offer different 
angles, languages   and perspectives related 
to the artistic program of Oslo Internasjonale 
Teaterfestival 2019. The texts have specific entry 
points, and contain several common themes, 
allowing them to resonate with each other.
 Two texts offer an insight into artistic 
practices, two have their focus on the world we live 
in, such as differing social norms in the extension of 
#Metoo, and the representation of decolonization 
from an intersectional perspective. In addition, 
one text addresses the concept of the sublime in 
our digital age, and another an exploration of the 
anatomical and erotic body. Common to all the 
texts is maybe how to ‘be’ in a body, looking at and 
being looked upon in this world.
 By gathering different voices that discuss 
society and the performing arts from different 
perspectives, we want to contribute to a greater 
understanding and curiosity about the art and the 
world around us.

We hope you enjoy the read!
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A new kind of 
freedom

Karin Cerny

How can our gaze upon the 
female body be explored in a 

new way – beyond the ascriptions 
of voyeurism, clichés and outdated 

roles that are commonly used? 
The three daring performers, 

Florentina Holzinger, Eisa Jocson 
and Ofelia Jarl Ortega provide 

exciting artistic answers.
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He wears cowboy boots and too-tight shorts, 
chews gum in a casual manner and his dream body 
has been toned to perfection in the gym. Each of 
his erotically charged movements is stylised. As if 
in slow motion, his dancing appears to be self-con-
tained, even though he knows that his audience 
has come to get turned on.
 In Manila, the capital of the Philippines, such 
red-light performers - the macho dancers - have 
a long tradition. Originally intended for a gay 
audience, today an increasing number of affluent 
women visit these nightclubs as well. But what 
happens when this sexy macho dance style is 
transferred to a theatre stage? When a female 
dancer imitates stereotypes of masculinity?
 Macho Dancer is also the title of an equally 
fascinating and disturbing solo performance in 
which Filipina choreographer Eisa Jocson, (born 
1986), takes on the role of a radically androgynous 
figure. As part of her preparation for the role she 
embarked on a gym training programme to build up 
her muscles. Each of her gestures reproduces an 
artificially exaggerated image of masculinity, as she 
brings the nightclub and its patterns of movement 
into the limelight. In contrast to the Chippendales, 
who are more widely known in Europe, and who 
use energetic hip-hop songs, the macho dancers 
opt for more pathos in their selection of music 
(from Metallica to Bonnie Tyler) and they move 
more slowly. She describes the fairly challenging 
moves “Like a chewing gum that expands and then 

A new kind of freedom is a commissioned text 
about the three artists, Florentina Holzinger, Eisa 
Jocson and Ofelia Jarl Ortega. The text was written 
in German, and translated to English by Caroline 
Wellner. 

Karin Cerny studied German and Theater Studies 
in Vienna and Berlin. She regularly writes about 
theater, performance and dance for the Austrian 
weekly magazine profil, about fashion, travel and 
lifestyle for the daily newspaper Der Standard, 
as well as for the German trade magazine 
Theater heute. She was a juror for the Berliner 
Theatertreffen, the Stückem Competition Mülheim, 
taught theater criticism at the University of Vienna 
and worked on texts at the Burgtheater during the 
Workshop Days with young playwrights. She is 
currently on the jury for the Vienna Theater Prize 
Nestroy.
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contracts again.” There are no classes available 
to learn this dance style. Jocson had to ask the 
strippers themselves, who were rather sceptical 
at first. Over time, they began to trust her 
and were gratified that someone valued their 
dancing skills.

Change of scenery: In Apollon, Florentina Holziger 
stands naked at the front of the stage and hammers 
an eight-centimetre long nail into her nose. Her 
colleague, Evelyn Frantti, also naked, inserts a 
disturbingly long balloon into her throat, which 
seems to wander through her body. She pulls the 
empty shell from her vagina.
 There is usually an additional layer to the per-
formances by Viennese artist, Florentina Holzinger, 
(born 1986). The relationship between pain and 
pleasure is close. Holzinger loves theatrical tricks, 
which she frequently borrows directly from the 
generally disparaged world of the circus and freak 
shows. She attempts the kind of stunts you see 
in movies. The extreme performer, who studied 
in the Netherlands, has never cared much about 
genre boundaries: exhausting acrobatics and the 
lifting of heavy weights, like in the on-trend sport 
CrossFit, are interrupted by almost syrupy beautiful, 
dramatic images; and pornographic scenes (an anal 
polonaise with dildos) look disturbingly innocent.
 The commonality of the two different performer 
is evident from these two pieces; both Jocson and 
Holzinger put the body to the test, they demand a lot 

from it. They don’t go easy on themselves. Instead, 
they test their physical limits, seizing domains 
traditionally associated with masculinity in the 
process. And they also have a penchant for popular 
culture. Even Holzinger’s first piece, Kein Applaus 
für Scheiße (2011), co-created with Dutch artist 
Vincent Riebeek, was marked by the pop-cultural 
nonchalance of songs by Rihanna juxtaposed with 
an ironic reinterpretation of classic body art from 
the 1960s. What had previously been shocking sud-
denly displayed a new casualness. When Holzinger 
slid like a playful child through a puddle of urine 
made by her colleague, this seemed infectiously 
and absurdly naïve. When Riebeek vomited blue 
liquid, it looked strangely beautiful. Provocation had 
rarely ever been more fun.

Both performers are interested in those at the 
margins of society. Holzinger is fascinated by freak 
shows featuring women, like those presented 
at fairs in the past. Jocson studied fine arts and 
worked as a ballet dancer in Manila, but she 
wanted to break free from the classical form, 
including gender roles, to explore all that dance 
could be and how much one could shape and 
change one’s own body. At first, she attended a 
pole dance class, as a kind of hobby. Jocson was 
intrigued by how this dance style, which has such 
strong connotations with femininity, spilled from 
the strip clubs into fitness, and shifted perceptions: 
suddenly, business women were paying to do 
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something which strippers did to earn a living. In 
her performance Death of a Pole Dancer (2011), 
Jocson explored the way we look at this erotic 
dance style and how far she could move away from 
the clichés we associate with the pole.
 Both Jocson and Holzinger undoubtedly 
engage in feminist field research. They initiate a 
pleasurable appropriation and reinterpretation 
of traditional images of women: Apollon, for 
instance, refers to George Balanchine’s ballet 
Apollon musagète, first performed in 1928. The 
ancient Greek God of the Arts danced to music 
by Igor Stravinsky, leading three female muses up 
Mount Parnassus. The choreography was “crazy 
beautiful”, Holzinger once said in an interview, 
but the gender roles annoyed her. This is why the 
protagonists of her piece are six women. None 
of them is a classically trained dancer, which 
lends a certain ‘sexy-rough’ and at the same time 
fragile quality to the pas-de-deux scenes. Besides 
Holzinger, members of the naked women’s team 
include Renée Copraij, a long-time collaborator 
with Jan Fabre, and Evelyn Frantti, a sideshow 
performer. Holzinger takes a pragmatic approach 
to all performers being naked. “Nakedness rarely 
irritates anymore. For me, it’s about transparency 
in regard to the dancers’ bodies. People fantasise 
a lot more when things are hidden than when they 
are made aware right from the start that, after all, 
bodies have genitals.”
 

Many young performers are currently focusing on 
ways to disrupt gender roles; how to provide the 
often voyeuristically presented body, in dance, 
with a new radicalness and self-determination, and 
how to counter an external sexist gaze. Swedish 
choreographer Ofelia Jarl Ortega, (born 1990, 
Malmö) addresses these related issues in Shredder. 
Why is the female body perceived more often than 
not as an object rather than a subject? There is a 
need for new discourses on stage, new subversive 
forms of appropriation, especially when it comes to 
female sexuality. Ortega plays with the aesthetics 
of porn prevalent in our hypersexualised world. 
Three bodies must find their way in pulsating light; 
erotic undertones send irritating signals, sometimes 
menacing, sometimes pleasantly inviting. The sound 
creates a peculiar atmosphere, a kind of concert 
with live DJ and low-pitch auto-tuned vocals, which 
frequently makes her sound like a man, play an 
important role in Ortega’s works. The stage is a 
club, which is, after all, always conceptualised as a 
utopian space where gender roles and social status 
can be discarded, where an unbridled physicality 
unbound by convention is celebrated in the metrop-
olises of the world at the weekend. In Ortega’s piece, 
the club is both: liberation, exploration of one’s own 
identity and a means of self-discovery, but also the 
perfect stage for young, desirable bodies to present 
themselves, as if in a meat market. Her work is a 
struggle for female self-assertiveness under the 
harshness of the strobe light.
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 But how can the sexualisation that turns 
women into objects be avoided on stage? “It’s okay 
to want to see beautiful bodies on stage. But I try to 
reflect on this view, to make it a subject for discus-
sion”, Holzinger says, “audience attendants that the 
‘leather jackets’ – that’s what we, amongst our-
selves, call the men who place their jackets on their 
laps – should not take a seat in the first two rows. 
In the case of Apollon we even asked ourselves if 
we wanted men to attend at all, but that would have 
excluded men with a different mindset.”

The new feminism on stage is not limited to the 
challenging of gender roles, however. Jocson is as 
much a chameleon as a performer. She assumes 
roles she studied in the real-world of the night: in 
preparing for Host (2015), she toured the clubs in 
Tokyo where female and transgender hostesses 
rehearse a submissive, servile form of femininity 
to attend to and entertain Japanese men. The fact 
that they first have to study and learn to be ‘women’ 
is reminiscent of the well-known documentary, 
Paris Is Burning (1990) about the New York voguing 
scene, in which not only gender, but also social 
status, is exposed. Jocson turns the screw further 
in the direction of social criticism and a critique 
of consumerism; she is concerned with a political 
foundation. She asks, in concrete terms: which roles 
do we take on when we provide various services – 
from erotic dancing in nightclubs through to patient 
care? Which long-established images of women and 

men are we expected to reproduce in certain roles? 
Who gets what kinds of jobs in the first place and 
why is one hired – or, in fact, not hired?

Host was Jocson’s first piece to deal with Filipinos 
going to Japan for work. The issue of migration 
is even more clearly the focus in Princess. When 
Hong Kong Disneyland opened in the autumn of 
2015, it attracted many artists from the Philippines. 
At that time, it was more lucrative to dress up as 
Mickey Mouse or Snow White and entertain chil-
dren, than to dance as a member of the State Ballet 
in Manila. And yet no one at Disney wanted to cast 
Filipinas as princesses – the leading roles were 
reserved for white performers. Their colleagues 
had to play zebras, coral and squid. In this regard, 
Princess is an appropriation, at least on stage, of a 
role that is denied to Jocson’s compatriots in real 
life owing to the colour of their skin. “In the cartoon 
film, Snow White is busy doing housework all the 
time. She cleans, cooks and washes the dishes”, 
the choreographer analyses. “That’s exactly the 
kind of work that Filipinas are doing all over the 
world. They are nurses, caregivers, maids.”

Jocson’s performance lecture Corponomy is a 
good introduction to her body of work. The evening 
functions like a stock cube, showing all the cho-
reographer’s pieces in a concentrated form. First, 
she describes a production and then presents 
some scenes from it. This is far from a dull lecture, 
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despite what the title might suggest. It’s fascinating 
to see Jocson switch roles as fast as lightning, 
from a macho dancer to a giggling princess, from 
a self-confident guy to an obsequious service 
provider trying to please everyone. The absurdity of 
these socially prescribed, artificially exaggerated 
images of women and men becomes all the more 
obvious when shown in rapid succession. As part 
of her research for Snow White, Jocson studied 
Disneyworld videos from around the globe, not 
least to compare the different ways in which the 
fairy-tale character is presented. “In Paris, Snow 
White was arrogant”, she recounts. “ In Japan, she 
was very polite and attentive, and in America she 
seemed over-excited, as if on drugs. Everything 
about her was sugar-coated.” Princess is the first 
part of her trilogy, Happyland that deals with the 
relationship between work and the performance of 
happiness in the globalised entertainment industry. 
Absurdly, ‘Happyland’ is also the name of a slum in 
Manila.
 The women’s artificially subservient smile is 
simply ridiculous. It’s obvious to all those attending 
the lecture that our gender is the product of (social) 
learning, there is nothing natural about it. But it also 
becomes apparent just how extensively perform-
ers are marginalised and reduced to certain roles 
according to the colour of their skin, and how 
migration is reflected in art. “I don’t understand 
performers who stand about on stage in a sort of 
underexcited way. Why don’t they make use of their 

bodies?” Holzinger asks. Her vision of Apollon 
was a kind of Jackass with extreme stunts featuring 
only women.

A grim humour unites all three works. Holzinger, 
Jocson and Ortega cultivate a dirty, belligerent wit 
that is extremely contagious and very direct. “The 
classical ballet elements in the repertoire repro-
duce antiquated images of women. That’s why I 
try to reinterpret pieces, for example by letting two 
women dance a pas-de-deux”, Holzinger explains 
her approach. But Holzinger’s wild performers 
also ride naked on a mechanical bull, which they 
then dismantle and disassemble, wearing welding 
masks, creating yet another image with an addi-
tional layer of meaning; the patriarchy is broken in 
and then dismantled on the spot.
 This is probably another aspect the three 
works have in common; the artists don’t get stuck 
in criticism but look for a new utopia. Jocson, for 
example, imagines a world that doesn’t marginal-
ise Filipinos by giving leading roles only to white 
performers. Ortega and Holzinger present a wild, 
self-determined female sexuality that refuses to 
be pigeonholed. So it’s only fitting that Florentina 
Holzinger says of the upcoming piece she’s cur-
rently working on: “Not everything necessarily has 
to do with gender. That’s also my approach for the 
next show, which will be about genderlessness.” 
The goal is a new freedom on all levels. That’s 
precisely what makes their works so exciting.
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The anatomical 
theatre in 

six parts and 
two voices

Karmenlara Ely
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I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, and at 
the point there seemed to be a little fire. He 
appeared to me to be thrusting it at times into 
my heart, and to pierce my very entrails; when 
he drew it out, he seemed to draw them out 
also, and to leave me on fire with a great love 
of God. The pain was so great, that it made 
me moan; and yet so surpassing was the 
sweetness of this excessive pain, that I could 
not wish to be rid of it. The soul is satisfied 
now with nothing less than God. The pain is 
not bodily, but spiritual; though the body has 
its share in it. It is a caressing of love so sweet 
which now takes place between my soul and 
God, that I pray to God for His goodness to 
make those who may think that I am lying 
experience it.                  
– St. Teresa of Ávila 1515–82

Part 1: Pulse
I am not St. Teresa. When I died, they took me apart 
to study my heart. It was a stunning performance. 
In life, my heart could not study itself. It revealed 
nothing to me. St. Teresa’s heart studied the erotic 
love of God, and her own writing performed its 
memory.1 

1 Teresa Sánchez de Cepeda y Ahumadawas born in Spain  
 three months after the birth of Flemish anatomist Andreas 
 Vesalius. They both lived through the greater part of the  
 sixteenth century.

The anatomical theatre in six parts and two voices 
is a commissioned text on the erotic body that 
circulates between poetic action and theoretical 
reflection.

Karmenlara Ely is Professor and Artistic Director 
of Acting and Performance at Østfold University 
College/Norwegian Theatre Academy. Her inter-
national theatre and performance collaborations 
include, most recently, works with New York-based 
artists Muriel Miguel/Spiderwoman Theater, 
composer Sxip Shirey, and Trinidad-based author/
director Tony Hall.
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means of its pulse; and that it is the sole and only 
end of the movement and pulse of the heart. 2

 My body performed the discovery of the pulse 
as a ceaseless movement. But I was never able to 
participate in this discovery.

From these revelations of the heart and organs, 
a machine-age body and its heroes were born. 
Like the pulse, the project of the Enlightenment 
has also been carried out in a “state of ceaseless 
movement”, at the sacrifice of the body. Through 
dissection and observation, knowledge is revealed, 
as a collection of observable, representable parts. 
The body-as-material became a model for critical 
thought. Spurred on by the poetics like Kleist’s 
On the Marionette Theatre3 the erotic tensions 
between desire and knowledge, performance and 
perfection are realized as study: offered to power-
ful men, the anatomists of Modernity. Geography 
as ownership, is mapped, a globe of puzzle pieces. 
European theatre’s becoming is located there 
too, a fantasy of hysteria, a body without organs, a 
space of uncanny potential constructed through 
centuries of female dissection.
 Illuminated and inspired, Artaud testified to 
this fantasy: “When you will have made him a body 

I was not St. Teresa of Ávila, nor was I an incor-
ruptible saint. My organs were not scented like 
flowers. In death, just as in life, I was only a body of 
parts. They re-animated me, pumping the veins in 
my arms and legs to learn how my blood worked, 
as part of their early research on the pulse. St. 
Teresa’s written testimony is one of self-dissection, 
through the heart to the entrails – not by the knife 
but the light and love of her God, put into prose. 
(The only carnal or erotic study permitted to a 
woman at that time, performed perfectly.) Unlike 
St. Teresa, I was not immortalized by Bernini, 
in sensually invaginated robes of marble. The 
sketches doctors made of me were in parts. An 
arm and its veins, arteries. Two ovaries. A fetus. 
My face was of no importance. This they did not 
study. Nor how I might have walked, what I may 
have carried, how I may have loved, nor my hands. 
They did not wish to study my eyes, they were of 
no relevance to how my heart may have pumped 
the blood between the uterus, my arms and back. 
I was not even as whole in my carnal image as the 
autopsied men once hanged for petty crimes, their 
bodies snatched from the poorhouse.
 In death, my heart did produce a revelation, and 
propelled men to fame: “the blood passes through 
the lungs and heart by the force of the ventricles, 
and is driven thence and sent forth to all parts of the 
body, the blood in the animal is impelled in a circle, 
and is in a state of ceaseless movement…this is the 
act or function of the heart, which it performs by 

2 Harvey, William. 1628. An anatomical dissertation on the  
 heart and blood in animals. Harvey is said to have  
 experimented on his own sister. 
3 von Kleist, Heinrich. 1810. Über das Marionettentheater.
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thinking and the height of elite theatricality.5

 The famous diarist (and abusive lecher) 
Samuel Pepys, known for his detailed accounts of 
Restoration Theatre in England also attended the 
dissection theatre for pleasure, a common social 
ritual for the elites, on February 27, 1682/83. He 
describes dining beforehand, having cocktails 
after ‘the show’, in a private backstage meeting 
with the surgeon and corpse who would answer all 
his curiosities, visually. To participate in discovery 
implied revelation of a secret order and grand 
design. It also positioned observation and the gaze 
as a primary means to power and knowledge, both 
privately and socially. The more beautiful and fresh 
the bodies, the better.

Part 3: Pancreas 6

Counterpleasures, according to author Karmen 
MacKendrik, are the pleasures of excess, which 
are pleasures of transgression. “In being the 
pleasures of and exceeding the limits of reason 
or moderation, they are also pleasures that cross 

without organs, then you will have delivered him 
from all his automatic reactions and restored him to 
his true freedom.” 4 The anatomical theatre pro-
duced male protagonists. On this stage, the femme 
fatale and the whore, the virgin and the vamp, the 
wife and the mother, are just parts.

Part 2: Skin
The first theatre built to observe dissections of the 
human body still stands today. It lies in the Palazzo 
del Bo, Padua, Italy, established in 1595. Organized 
public human dissections, or autopsies, on criminal 
and animal corpses were already practiced in 
Europe as part of early Modern medicine as early 
as 1404. This observational work had an unprec-
edented impact on the European desire for and 
consciousness of the body, and a shared economy 
for the production of knowledge. For the next 500 
years, Europe saw a growing public problem with 
non-consensual post-mortem dissections of the 
poor, body-snatching from graveyards and outright 
murder-for-profit of sex-workers and other vulner-
able peoples. The trade proliferated to meet the 
growing demand for bodies in anatomical theatres 
popping up internationally. Observation of the dis-
section of corpses done in the name of the medical 
profession was synonymous with enlightenment 

4 Artaud, Antonin. 1947. To Have Done with the Judgment  
 of God. Radio play.

5 Perniola, Mario. 1989. Between Clothing and Nudity,  
 Fragments for a history of the human body, Volume 2.  
  Zone, New York, N.Y.  
 “The process of knowledge (in Modernity) becomes  
 an unveiling of the object, a laying it entirely bare and an  
 illuminating of its parts” 
6 The word comes from the Greek pan, all, and kreas, flesh.
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medical avant-garde, subsequently influencing 
Darwin and other material scientists. He was 
chided by authorities in his field for doing the 
dissections himself while lecturing instead of using 
a ‘barber.’ The close proximity of speech to the 
action of dissection also created intimacy between 
the titillated spectators and the protagonist, 
opening up flesh. With god-like status, he and his 
colleagues’ progressive performances changed 
everything. Vesalius’ hands-on experience and 
published works established materialist enlighten-
ment perspectives of the body, seen as a machine 
or object, debunking prior religious ‘myths.’
Born out of early anatomy, Vesalius’ famous De 
humani corporis fabrica (On the Fabric of the 
Human Body) is perhaps one of the most sublime 
examples of the erotics of the gaze creating a dis-
tance or objectification of the flesh. His sketches 
of corpses (idealized, like Greek male athletes) 
present a state of erotic rapture or post-coital 
enlightened reflection on their own flayed flesh. 
These sketches are provocative scientific drawings 
of animated corpses in various states of affective 
unveiling. A man made only of sinew and muscle 
gazes at his own skin draped in his left hand and 
a knife in the other. The skin is portrayed as a 
wholeness, a pure garment with empty eyeholes, 
a body without organs that could be slipped back 
on like a ghostly gown. Drawings depict the same 
man in various states of ecstasy as if in a partially 
aroused state, opening his own flesh-garment 

what we thought were genuine boundaries.” 7 
Counterpleasures employ the logic of the orgy 
and its impulse. Not necessarily sexual, the orgy 
can be described as a condition of desire when 
ecstasy is achievable only through an excessive 
mode of appropriation. Ecstasy and revelation in 
this instance, needs “too many bodies” and relies 
on spectacle.8 As an aristocratic impulse, the orgy 
strives to its objectives through secrecy, based on 
careful exclusion and selection, as well as appropri-
ate framing and myth. The orgy as situation relies 
on a secret rather than open condition of existence, 
and an unconscious belief that the end of the world 
is necessary.
 The anatomical theatre staged its enlightened, 
orgiastic fantasies as part of the imperial opening 
(literally) of a new, other world, through the theft 
and sacrifice of the bodies of the old. The old 
‘irrational’ world represented by medieval thinking, 
or other alien worlds (colonies) were the meat and 
bone for this ceaseless Dionysian unfolding.
 16th century Flemish doctor Andreas Vesalius 
joked about breaking into graveyards to steal bod-
ies for the task of staging these shows. Vesalius, 
considered the father of modern anatomy, was the 

7 MacKendrick, Karmen: 1999. Ascetiscm: seducing the  
 divine. Counterpleasures. SUNY Press. 
8 Toepfer, K.E. 1991. Theatre, aristocracy, and pornocracy:  
 the orgy calculus. PAJ Publications, New York.
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of the Enlightenment dissected the other. Perhaps 
this need was greatest because, despite every 
effort to prove otherwise, there is no such thing as 
the body; the idea exists after the Enlightenment 
as metaphysics. The erotic in post-Enlightenment 
drama is created through making vulnerable or 
‘peeling back’ the layers of the everyday social 
garment, exposing the uncanny, intimate (close) 
or potentially ‘open’ parts of a situation. Such an 
‘opening’ in the example of the anatomical theatre 
also implies, in a way, the transition from dead to 
living, as described by this witness who compares 
the anatomist to an artist or animator: “We cease to 
wonder at man; but a new labour arises: we begin 
to be amazed at Molinetti alone.
 While you search the supple pathways of the 
blood, its nimble course, its slippery passages, 
behold our own blood seized with ecstasy, halts 
inert in our veins … you do not dissect bodies, 
Molinetti, but adorn them. You bring them into the 
Theatre cleansed from all dirt, perfectly in limb, and 
the obedient muscles are freed at your touch; thus 
you show yourself not anatomist, but, what is far 
greater, a god.”10

 The anatomist, both in the dissection the-
atre (and in parallel positions of political power) 
invented a form of spectatorship linking erotic 

to let light into the bones beneath. He directs his 
erotic attention towards the study of his flesh, 
yet without depriving him of analytic subjectivity. 
He is at one with desire, fantasy, and the ability to 
be enlightened even by his own self-vivisection.9 
The sketches are a clear companion to the highly 
desired ritual events of the anatomical theatre 
or ‘show,’ as solemn as they were, charged with 
status in the power of looking, and as a result of 
looking: knowing, being, belonging, as Pepys’ 
diary indicates. In the anatomical theatre, man can 
participate in and learn from his own self-exposure. 
He can take pleasure, even in death.
 Only male corpses are portrayed in Vesalius’ 
Fabrica in their entirety. Females are truncated 
torsos, displayed as reproductive parts or as other 
markers of difference from the male, as singular 
phenomena. Females are passive fragments, 
organs on a table, like Hans Bellmer’s sculptures. 
The men are standing subjects examining 
themselves.

Part 4: Face
After Vesalius, the social body of the Enlightenment 
was obsessed with its own observation, to prove 
to itself that it exists. In order to see itself, the body 

9 Andreae Vesalii Bruxellensis, scholae medicorum  
 Patauinae professoris, de Humani corporis fabrica  
 Libri septem. 1543.

10 Baines, Thomas. 1662. In praise of his Paduan professor  
 of anatomy, Antonio Molinetti.
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 We (who have only existed as parts) perform, 
through erotic choreographies, a repetitive search 
to re-enter embodiment as study. We dissect 
its failed ethics with our gaze. We are called to 
erotics as a study, and study as performance. We 
know we exist, we perform our re-animation, our 
pleasure. Our inheritance is a tired experiential 
mode of study and ocular learning in a repres-
sive structure. Erotics, therefore, is not only the 
by-product or source of body-snatching, but a 
space for resistance to that economy. Erotics is a 
movement score, a way of breathing, a return to 
sleep, ancestral knowledge, a means of recovery: 
alternate demonstrations of the ceaseless move-
ment of the blood between the arm and the heart 
before a public. There is no such thing as Woman, 
she cannot be observed. How to meet the body on 
stage, as pleasure, as power, here in life?

Part 5: Ceaseless movement
Eroticism and ethics are both concerned with 
our orientation towards the other, which often 
functions through inequality. Normative desires are 
constructed through positioning deviant ones, and 
‘deviance’ is usually only formally recognized as 
a means of control of the oppressed, rarely in the 
service of justice. For this, we know erotics is also 
entangled with hypocrisy, and the history of repres-
sive behaviors and performing lies. Erotics as a 
study lends itself coyly to ethics in its willingness 
to concretely engage in, analyze and even critically 

pleasure to the unveiling of fundamental knowl-
edge. The failure of that knowledge is most hei-
nously demonstrated in European constructions 
of race as the justification for the enslavement of 
Africans. In 1810, they brought Sarah Baartman 
from South Africa to Europe where she was 
displayed as a curiosity of racial difference and 
‘inequality.’ They crudely named her “Hottentot”, 
instead of her origin, Khoikhoi. Her body was said 
to exemplify black hypersexuality and offered proof 
of African moral inferiority, and African slavery 
was horrifically justified through her forced nude 
performances. The famous British anatomist, 
Georges Cuvier, described her as the so-called 
missing link between animals and human beings. 
After her death, Cuvier dissected her and displayed 
the remains. For more than a century and a half, 
visitors to the Museum of Man in Paris viewed her 
preserved brain, skeleton and genitalia, and plaster 
cast of her body. The notion of study is indebted 
to the memory of forced performances of the 
oppressed and enslaved, represented by figures 
like Sarah Baartman. White bodies as global 
subjects were invented in the dissection theatres. 
The perversion of eroticism and spectatorship in 
these countless instances call for a recuperative, 
performative return to erotics and study. A return 
led by the formerly vulnerable, as a means not 
only to testify, but mourn, and rebuild. A wish to 
enjoy the very flesh which has built and nursed 
the world.
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maps, writing. Because of all this failure, I turn 
away from saints and towards erotics as study. I 
turn towards love.

I perform organs in a state of ceaseless movement, 
a pulse searching for its face. I create and partici-
pate in the politics of pleasure. Not as an imitation, 
not as dissection. As the agent and the matter, of 
study.

I open. I close. I study (and am studied). I trace a 
continuum of longing: falling and rising, watching 
and being watched. I conduct a dramaturgical 
problem. I perform the situation, we perform you. I 
perform my arm, my heart, my pulse. The room. 

I am an entanglement of transitions, all of them 
promising something, delivering nothing. In a state 
of ceaseless movement, I am and I study, the pulse. 
Come to my bacchanal. I might shake only to feel 
my flesh under the lights. Between here and there, 
life and death, having and not having, wrapping and 
unwrapping. No promise of transformation, but 
care for the dead. This stage collectively mourns 
and buries a battlefield of infinite parts, not only 
mine: Femme Fatale, Whore, Virgin, Vamp, Mother, 
Animal, Saint, and you are obliged to watch. Do 
not abandon me here. I do not fear getting burned, 
but I fear the moment after, fear the mourning for 
the remains. It will be ok, just to burn. But to grieve 
alone, I cannot bear. It’s me, the re-anatomist, and 

enact the positions, interpenetrations, provoca-
tions and seductions that we characteristically play 
in social life. Where pleasure, trauma, memory, and 
the struggle for self-mastery meet in the performer 
and her body, the erotic as power also resides.
 Josephine Baker claimed “It is the intelligence 
of my body that I have exploited and that is what 
has turned me into an international star.” What 
makes a body erotic is not its nakedness, but its 
potential for transition from one state to another. 
From closed to open, a promise of ecstasy: as in 
the case of dissection. What makes one the subject 
of that unveiling and not only its object, is control 
over the means of re-production. Audre Lorde’s 
writing positions erotics as power. Love and erotic 
life are core radical acts in becoming fearless: 
“Unless one lives and loves in the trenches, it is 
difficult to remember that the war against dehu-
manization is ceaseless.”¹¹ It is a call to return to the 
wounded body as a symbol of power, and its desire. 
It’s a call to re-animate erotics with radical acts of 
love. Actions. Performances.

Part 6: Eternal return
There is no such thing as Woman, she cannot be 
observed. There is no such body as the slave, only 
the economy it produces. There is no such thing 
as Europe, there is only the history of dissection, 

11 Lorde, Audre: 1984. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches.



38

a state of ceaseless movement. Your pulse. I am 
the new anatomical theatre. I am the knife, and I 
am the subject. I re-make my body. The agent and 
the matter, of study. And you, we do not know who 
you are. But you have been here a long time, heart 
beating.

Other Sources

Sanjib Kumar Ghosh. 2015. Human 
cadaveric dissection: a historical account 
from ancient Greece to the modern era.
Anatomy & Cell Biology. 48. pp. 153–169.

Lynda Payne. 2003. “With much nausea, 
loathing, and foetor”: William Harvey, dis-
section, and dispassion in early modern 
medicine.Vesalius – Acta Internationales 
Historiae Medidnae.
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Annie Dorsen’s The Great Outdoors, 
We’re Watching Festival. 
The Fisher Center, Bard College, 
Annandale-on-Hudson, NY 2017.
Photo: Julieta Cervantes.
Courtesy of Live Arts Bard.
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1. Looking Back
Last September, Andrew Sullivan wrote a piece 
about Internet addiction for New York Magazine. It 
was illustrated with these two pictures, created by 
Kim Dong-kyu:

The Sublime and the Digital Landscape was 
originally commissioned and published by Theater 
magazine, a publication of Yale School of Drama/
Yale Repertory Theatre. The text is edited for this 
publication and re-published with the permission 
of the author and Theater. 

Annie Dorsen works in a range of fields, including 
theatre, film and dance. She is the co-creator and 
director of the Broadway musical, Passing Strange, 
which was also filmed by director, Spike Lee. Since 
2010, Dorsen has worked within “algorithmic the-
atre”, in which computer algorithms fuel her stage 
work. She received the 2014 Herb Alpert Award 
for the Arts in Theater and a 2016 Foundation 
for Contemporary Arts Award. Annie Dorsen is 
a Visiting Professor in Theater and Performance 
Studies at the University of Chicago.

Kim Dong-kyu, Luncheon, 2013.
Courtesy of the artist.
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The second of these uses Caspar David Friedrich’s 
1818 painting, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog. In 
the context of its placement beside an essay about 
the dangers of compulsive Internet use, the image 
suggests a reproach: the subject is too absorbed 
by his phone to notice the real landscape in front 
of him. But the original painting has its own point 
to make about engagement and detachment. It 
already treats the landscape as spectacle – the 
Wanderer stands on a rocky outpost, a distant 
observer, a stand-in for the viewer of the painting 
who looks in the same direction, and at a similar 
remove. In the magazine illustration, the iPhone 
performs the same function as the frame of the 
original painting, to contain and manage the 
swirling chaos of the world, to make it two-dimen-
sional, decorative and portable. In that sense, the 
illustration is more an update of the painting than a 
subversion.
 But in fact there’s a whole meme industry 
churning out images of this particular painting 
photoshopped with phones, tech logos, and other 
symbols of the Internet. Here are two still images 
taken from a moving GIF that I copied from some-
one’s Facebook page:

Kim Dong-kyu.
When you see the amazing sight, 2013.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Artist Unknown.
Photo: Courtesy of the author.
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spammers, spiders, and hackers, who may be out 
there, watching.
 Descriptions of the Internet frequently take on 
a Romantic cast. To use one example, in the open-
ing sequence of Werner Herzog’s 2016 documen-
tary Lo and Behold, pioneering computer scientist 
Leonard Kleinrock gives the director a tour of 
the room at UCLA where the first host-to-host 
message was sent in 1969. Kleinrock calls it “a holy 
place,” and compares that first moment of trans-
mission not to Bell’s first telephone call (as one 
might expect), but to the moment of legend, when 
Christopher Columbus first spotted land across 
the Atlantic and called it a New World. Watching 
this scene, I thought of Keats, who compared his 
experience reading a new translation of the Iliad to 
Cortez’s similar moment of discovery:

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies
When a new planet swims into his ken;
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes
He star’d at the Pacific—and all his men
Look’d at each other with a wild surmise—
Silent, upon a peak in Darien.1

 The gif makes a less moralistic, and more 
astute, observation than the illustration: the “sea of 
fog” itself has been replaced by Tumblr.
 It makes sense that Friedrich’s painting is 
used so often for this sort of meme. These days it is 
something of a short-hand for Romanticism and the 
sublime. It has come to stand for the transcendent 
Kantian subject, as well as its intellectual and 
cultural corollaries: the opposition between human 
and world, the spectator’s gaze as a form of control, 
even imperialism.
 Seeing that illustration in the Sullivan piece, 
and then the GIF, and then more and more images 
like them, got me thinking about how the Internet, 
as it grows in complexity and scale, and increases 
its reach into every aspect of our lives, is becoming 
a new form of quasi-natural landscape. And it is 
one that seems to occupy the same place in our 
imaginary as the natural landscape did in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century imaginary: 
vast, unknowable, awe-inspiring.
 Like the landscape of the Romantic sublime, 
the Internet looks back. In the eighteenth century 
Romantics believed the physical world was ani-
mated by the omniscience of God; our twenty-first 
century digital landscape is animated by an equally 
mysterious and powerful intelligence: that of the 
Other. ‘Other’ people just like us, of course, but 
also more authoritarian and mysterious Others: 
corporations, governmental agencies, ‘terrorists’ 
and their crack teams of IT experts, data miners, 1  Keats, John. 1816. On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer.
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railways, dams, bridges, skyscrapers, and mon-
uments. Nye relates these accomplishments to 
Manifest Destiny, the belief in a moral obligation 
to conquer and improve the North American 
wilderness. This version of the sublime is industrial, 
collective, popular. It was marked by ribbon-cutting 
ceremonies, mass tourism, and breathless news-
paper editorials. That bustling sociability is far from 
the solitary contemplation of Friedrich’s Wanderer.
 In Nye’s account, the technological sublime 
expresses itself in hymns to progress and growth; 
it is inspired by humanity’s potential achievement 
rather than by its potential destruction. That 
optimistic view has dated badly, even after just two 
decades. By now, of course, many of the expan-
sionist triumphs of American engineering stand 
crumbling from governmental neglect. Industrial 
ruins (and the related photography trend, ruin 
porn) suggest an even more direct connection to 
nineteenth century Romanticism, with its fetish for 
the quaintly decaying monuments of the classical 
past. Rust-belt wastelands, skeletal factories, 
dead malls, collapsing bridges, abandoned theme 
parks … all they lack is a Wordsworth or a Shelley to 
memorialize them.

Look on my wpa-funded infrastructure, ye Mighty, 
and despair.
 It is not only the promise of industrial technol-
ogy that looks different in hindsight. Other forms of 
techno-utopia have fared just as badly. John Perry 

2. Techno Utopias
The sublime began as a literary concept. The first 
use of the term is in the Peri Hypsous, a kind of 
handbook for aspiring poets by the rhetorician 
Longinus in the third or maybe fourth century AD. 

Via a series of seventeenth century translations 
into French and English, the concept gained 
popularity and emerged as a fundamental category 
of aesthetics, applicable to the appreciation of both 
nature and art. Analyses of the sublime proliferated 
throughout the eighteenth century, by British 
philosophers John Dennis and Edmund Burke and, 
most influentially, by Immanuel Kant in the Critique 
of Judgement.
 Kant wrote of two forms of the sublime, the 
mathematical and the dynamic. The mathematical 
has to do with scale: immeasurability, the seem-
ingly infinite, that which reminds us of our meager 
temporality. The dynamic is about the potential for 
catastrophe: volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, hur-
ricanes. In the face of these natural phenomena, 
we are reminded of our bodies’ weakness, of how 
easily we can be destroyed by the superior power 
of the world around us.
 In the 1990s, David Nye proposed an 
“American technological sublime,” a study of the 
near-religious religious awe that has accompanied 
technological advances throughout American 
history. He writes about the grand building projects 
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: 
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Barlow’s 1996 manifesto, The Declaration of 
the Independence of Cyberspace, invokes the 
dream of the Internet as a space of enlightened 
self-interest, liberation from state control, and free 
circulation of thought. It now reads like a parody. 
“Governments of the Industrial World, you weary 
giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, 
the new home of Mind.” lol. But he was serious: this 
new world would be unbounded, de-territorialized, 
free from the intractable problems of bodies, 
identity, and matter. “All may enter without privilege 
or prejudice accorded by race, economic power, 
military force, or station of birth.” He describes him-
self and his fellow “natives” of the cybersphere as 
freedom fighters who will “spread ourselves across 
the Planet so that no one can arrest our thoughts.”
 Look on my bulletin-board systems, ye Mighty, 
and despair.
 Of course, the supposedly free space of the 
Internet was never really free of governmental con-
trol. It was originally developed as a military project. 
And the Internet is hardly dematerialized or disem-
bodied. The environmental devastation from mineral 
mining and carbon emissions, the near-enslavement 
of workers in the tech industries, the ubiquity of 
racist and misogynistic online harassment . . . the 
“civilization of the Mind” that Barlow imagined looks 
a lot like good old meatspace civilization.
 But while the internet’s landscape is hardly 
free of ‘real-world’ conflicts and contradictions, 
it is a source of freedoms and dangers unique to 

Insult to Injury.
Yamanashi Prefecture, Japan, 2008.
Photo: Martin “Mandias” Lyle.

Romain Veillon, Man of Steel, series, 2015.
Photo: Courtesy of the artist.
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“Now in just the same way the irresistibility 
of the might of nature forces upon us the 
recognition of our physical helplessness as 
beings of nature, but at the same time reveals 
a faculty of judging ourselves as independent 
of nature . . . . Therefore nature is here called 
sublime merely because it elevates the imag-
ination to a presentation of those cases in 
which the mind can come to feel the sublimity 
of its own vocation even over nature.”

 It is only a short-hand to call a natural object, 
an artwork, or a building ‘sublime’ – in the Kantian 
sense, the sublime isn’t a property of a thing, it is 
an occasion for human reason to recognize its own 
transcendence.
 But that recognition can only take place if 
the would-be recognizer is not in any real danger. 
As Kant writes, “provided our position is secure,” 
hurricanes, volcanoes, and so on are “all the more 
attractive for [their] fearfulness; and we readily 
call those objects sublime, because they raise 
the forces of the soul above the height of vulgar 
commonplace, and discover within us a power of 
resistance of quite another kind, which gives us the 
courage to be able to measure ourselves against 
the seeming omnipotence of nature” (italics 
added). But what happens when there is no repose, 
no safe place from which to contemplate?
 In the mid 1970s, Thomas Weiskel exam-
ined the sublime in Romantic poetry from the 

itself. It has its frontiers and unmapped territories: 
darknet sites accessible only through the anony-
mous browsing software Tor, like the now-defunct 
Silk Road, an electronic marketplace for drugs, or 
the Armory, an arms and weaponry supplier. We 
navigate the web alert to every site’s potential for 
abuse by malicious, almost mythological online 
creatures: 4chan mobs, NSA spies, Putinbots, 
GamerGate harassers, and garden-variety trolls. 
All this gives the internet a flavor of the more 
familiar Romantic sublime, which as Kant puts it 
“arouse[s] enjoyment but with horror.” We are all 
familiar with the feeling of “negative lust” he articu-
lated – during a Facebook binge, perhaps, or down 
in the depths of a clickhole – in which attraction 
and repulsion commingle, and pleasure is touched 
by anxiety, pain and fear.
 Nineteenth century Romantic depictions of 
the wild landscapes that characterize the sublime 
were nostalgic, a reaction to Enlightenment 
regimes of rationalism, and scientific and techno-
cratic ascendancy. Their sublime was the by-prod-
uct of a contradiction: the longing for emotional 
excess in a world that had lost its mystery, and 
simultaneously a recognition of the power of rea-
son to overcome emotion. This accords with Kant’s 
description of the sublime as a two-step phenom-
enon. In the first moment, we are overwhelmed by 
forces beyond our control, and in the second we 
reassert our ability to understand and therefore to 
master those forces:
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 Unsurprisingly, given the period in which he 
wrote, he sees the computer merely as a “symbol of 
determinism,” without intuiting the overwhelming 
indeterminacy that countless competing deter-
minisms might produce. But he does introduce an 
important point; rather than a momentary shock, 
his sublime extends in time, a relentless mix of 
pleasure and pain without relief.
 He also notes the possibility of a sublime 
that descends, in contrast to Kant’s imagery of 
elevation, lift, and raising above or over. The terms 
we use to describe wallowing in internet culture 
(deep dive, clickhole, etc) indeed suggest a spiral-
ing down into depths – despite the obvious lack of 
depth to the screens we use. Is there such a thing 
as depth to a sequential series of flat images? 
There’s certainly no span to our encounters with 
the Internet: one looks in one direction only, at a 
small rectangle that erases the space to its left and 
right. And this perhaps gives a feeling of boring 
in and down rather than of scanning a terrain. We 
are drowning in ‘vulgar commonplace’ rather than 
raised above it.
 Sianne Ngai has recently coined a new term, 
stuplimity, the stupid sublime: “a concatenation of 
boredom and astonishment—a bringing together 
of what ‘dulls’ and what ‘irritates’ or agitates; of 
sharp, sudden excitation and prolonged desen-
sitization, exhaustion or fatigue.” She describes 
a ‘thickening’ of repetitions and variations that is 
both overwhelming and wearying. Thick language 

perspective of structuralist linguistics, re-orienting 
Kant’s sublime toward a feeling of cognitive rupture 
in which the relation of signified and signifier 
breaks down from an excess of material on one 
side of the equation or the other. In the first case, 
bombarded by an excess of signifiers, the subject 
is overwhelmed by repetitions, a sensory overload, 
an “on and on” in which “the signifiers cannot 
be grasped or understood, they overwhelm the 
possibility of meaning in a massive under-deter-
mination that melts all oppositions or distinctions 
into a perceptional stream.” 2 In the second case, 
an excess of signifieds paralyzes the mind with a 
massive over-determination, in which one can read 
so much into a given image or word that it becomes 
overloaded, a black hole of potential meanings. 
In this second scenario, one risks falling into a 
schizophrenic state of “absolute metaphor,” in 
which anything might plausibly mean anything. The 
excess of both types is apocalyptic; Weiskel calls it 
“death by plenitude”.
 Weiskel’s reading might be a good description 
of the notion of the digital sublime, were it not 
lacking a discussion of information technologies 
and the radical changes they have brought to 
aesthetics, linguistics and our understanding of 
cognition itself. 

2  Weiskel, Thomas. 1986. The Romantic Sublime: Studies  
 in the Psychology of Transcendence. p 23. Johns Hopkins  
 University Press, Baltimore.
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layers itself on top of itself, accumulating more and 
more potential meanings until the cognitive pipes 
get clogged.
 Language piles up in a “mushy heap” of frag-
ments, repetitions, enumerations, permutations. 
The boring part of stuplimity “resides in the relent-
less attention to the finite and small, the bits and 
scraps floating in the ‘common muck’ of language.”3

 Ngai tracks this tendency through modernist 
writers (Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, Samuel 
Beckett) and postmodern visual artists (Ann 
Hamilton, Gerhard Richter, Janet Zweig), but it is 
the contemporary poet Kenneth Goldsmith whose 
work best exemplifies what Ngai is getting at.
 She discusses Goldsmith’s piece No. 111 
2.7.93–10.20.96 (1997), but I am also thinking of his 
installation, Printing Out the Internet (2013). Over 
the course of about a month, Goldsmith invited 
contributors to print out pages from the Internet 
and send them to an art gallery in Mexico City, 
where the exhibition was displayed. Contributors 
sent in over ten tons of paper. (Notably, the project 
was inspired by and dedicated to intellectual free-
dom activist, Aaron Schwartz, and over 250,000 
pages of Jstor articles were submitted in his honor.) 
Here is what the installation looked like in the 
gallery:

3  Ngai, Sianne. 2007. Ugly Feelings. Harvard University Press, 
 Cambridge MA. p. 278. 

Kenneth Goldsmith, 
Printing Out the Internet, 2013. 
Photo: Marisol Rodriguez. 
Courtesy of LABOR Gallery.
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 Printing Out the Internet addresses both the 
mathematical and the dynamic sublimes. The 
project offers a frisson of contemplating the totality 
of the Internet, the sheer overwhelming amount 
of it. An infinity of information, and the concrete 
materiality of the supposedly ephemeral.
 Scholarly essays from Jstor, and all that 
disposable language we post, share, and tweet, all 
the data produced by likes and downvotes, logins 
and check-ins and selfies—all this intellectual trash 
sticks around, accumulating, overwhelming our 
ability to metabolize it, like the shards of plastic 
found in the stomachs of dead birds who are 
washed up on shore. It also evinces the dynamic 
sublime, via the environmental anxiety it causes. 
Since the call to “save paper” was one of the 
earliest and most basic conservationist demands, 
the project provokes a kind of gluttonous horror at 
the absolute waste it entails.
 Borges’s library of Babel is real and we wrote 
it, all together. But, like the old Stephen Wright joke 
goes, you can’t have everything; where would you 
put it?
 The question of authorship brings us back to 
Longinus, the third century literary theorist whose 
Peri Hypsous originated the notion of the sublime:

“For our soul is raised out of nature through 
the truly sublime, sways with high spirits, and 
is filled with proud joy, as if itself had created 
what it hears.” 4

For Longinus, the sublime engenders a sense of 
identification with the creator: we are so touched 
by what we hear, and touched so directly, we feel 
as if we had written it. But when we contemplate 
the Internet sublime, in contrast to the earlier third 
century or eighteenth century versions, we did cre-
ate what we hear. And what we feel is probably not 
proud joy, exactly. This may be the most sickening 
aspect of our contemporary sublime: we look out 
into the shapeless infinities and see ourselves.
 The landscape turns out to be a mirror, and 
the unease we feel, the awareness of our insig-
nificance and frailty—these are provoked by us, 
in aggregate. It is a world built by the swarm, by 
billions of tiny, self-interested actions taken by 
billions of tiny, self-interested people.
 It may be that the awe-inspiring anxiety of 
the digital sublime is, in part, a corollary effect of a 
crisis within the ideology of the self. The result of 
all these liberationist fantasies of the cybersphere, 
of self-construction and escape from the body, of 
endlessly available contact with others, of unlimited 
mobility, of infinite access: meaninglessness, and 
so, so much of it. But not only meaninglessness. 
There’s meaningfulness, too. There’s the trivial side-
by-side with matters of global urgency, banality and 
profundity and everything in between, all mixed up 
together, coming at you in torrents, day and night.

4  Longinus. On the Sublime. VII, 2.
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3. The Great Outdoors
My new performance project The Great Outdoors 
uses a model of entropy as its macro structure—
both in the thermodynamic sense (the inevitable 
deterioration of all systems of order, the winding 
down of energy in the world), and in Claude 
Shannon’s appropriated use of the term in the field 
of information theory, (the measure of unpredicta-
bility, randomness, and repetition in text).
 The cybernetician Norbert Wiener has taken 
credit for suggesting that Shannon borrow the term 
entropy from physics on the grounds that since no 
one really knew what it meant no one would object, 
and he includes a short discussion of it in his 1950 
book The Human Use of Human Beings:

“It is a foregone conclusion that the lucky  
accident which permits the continuation of 
life in any form on this earth, even without 
restricting life to something like human life, is  
bound to come to a complete and disastrous 
end … In a very real sense, we are shipwrecked 
passengers on a doomed planet. Yet even in 
a shipwreck, human decencies and values do 
not necessarily vanish, and we must make the 
most of them.” 5

5 Weiner, Norbert. 1954. The Human Use of Human Beings.  
 p. 40. Da Capo Press.

 This passage, and particularly the image of 
the shipwreck, could also be a gloss on Friedrich’s 
painting, and as such suggests a relationship 
between entropy and our human fragility in the 
face of the world out there. The “doomed planet” 
he refers to has obvious environmental implica-
tions for contemporary readers. Even if taken sim-
ply in Wiener’s intended sense, that of the ultimate 
loss of energy in the universe leading to what 
physicists call “heat death,” there’s a decided 
connection between entropy and the sublime, 
the “delightful horror,” as Edmund Burke called it, 
that both inspires and overwhelms, seduces and 
repels.
 On the text side, The Great Outdoors uses 
Internet comments as a corpus from which to 
fashion a monologue. The computer program-
mers I am working with, Miles Thompson and 
Marcel Schwittlick, designed a system that 
continuously collects comments from a relatively 
small number of threads on Reddit and a few 
other chat sites.
 Over the course of the 24 hours before the 
performance, our average haul is close to a million 
comments, from which our algorithm chooses 
roughly two hundred for a given show. The system 
then arranges those from the most common and 
predictable to the most dense and complex – even-
tually so dense and complex that the sequences 
of letters are essentially random. Here is a short 
section from the beginning-ish of one output:
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Uh, yeah.
You were.
Uh, yeah.
Nah, bro.
Haha cool!
Can confirm.
and on and on.
Hiya Jonathan!
/tin foil hat
left or right
Actually yes.
Yeah seriously.
A serial killer.
Fucking coward.
O gotcha, thanks.
Orange Julius Caesar
Bullshit stereotype.
They called me a cunt
stuff like this please
Indirectly . . . yeah
Jesus fucking christ.
>Few minutes later.
Little thrill Sikas.
Umm wtf seriously.

Are you sure you aren’t 14?
Before, during, and after.
Fucking Bojack Horseman lol
>It’s also unconstitutional.
That is what it was called!
A crunchy taco weighs 78 grams.
Is it you or is it someone else?

And here’s a bit from the end-ish:

GET YOUR PITCHFORKS 
HERE>>>Pitchfark emporium 
Gat ur patchforks Patchfarks af al 
cizeslil farks Dem biggun farks-
-__--_---_----E (clearins)---------e 
(smalr akwaman try-dent---F )
clearins(--E Dem lil faks---------
----------------------------------E Dem 
bigguns!!@!!!@!!!!
”No, I’m Spartacus.””No, 
I’m Spartacus.””No, 
I’m Spartacus.””No, 
I’m Spartacus.””No, I’m 
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Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m 
Spartacus.””No, I’m Spartacus.”
> how strong family ties can 
be sadly, political dynasties... 
leeching off OFWs/successful 
relatives ..T_________________
_________T
Dog -*huuuhhhh* ’woof...’Cat 
-*wispers*’don’t.....move.......a 
muscle’Dog- *walks away*-
Cats-’when I get my hands on 
youMMEEARREAWWWW!!’
mmm....{don’t do it}.... 
*MMMM*....{stahp!}.... 
***MMMMMMM***...!!!I 
CAN’T HOLD IT IN ANY 
LONGER!!!*notices ur 
bulge***OWO,*** **^WHAT’S** 
**^^THIS?**

Mid-interrupt: ”and then...**...we 
decided...**#to get t... WHY  
ARE YOU STILL TALKING, BOB?!” 
>I don’t care ~~what~~ **who** 
it is if ~~it~~ **they** taste~~s~~ 
good I’ll eat ~~it~~ **them**.
FTFY
Seven hells!!! :((((((((((((((( ive done 
so much tbh :(( okay imma report 
it to DOLE, but i dont know how.. 
:’(
(1.35\*4)A + (8)A = B/12(1.35\*4 
+ 8)A = B/12A = (B/12)/(1.35\*4 
+ 8) Ta-da
-’6184:_/ lgjsghgng-#-!+!//947))’-
@?1+3+?”::*)2’%#+?$+_)
@’#&#8”-$-#--
#&@%_6@99!0@)+$= 
.xhxhxifudjsbdbcjcjdjdbctxxusj
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Each of these comments came from somewhere 
and from someone; each had a context, an 
intention, an originating desire of the poster to 
speak and to be heard. Once posted, however, 
the comment accrues other meanings. It collects 
metadata: time-stamp, location, keywords, number 
of characters, number and types of interactions 
(replies, likes/upvotes, etc), and other structural or 
administrative information.
 These data can be analyzed statistically, in 
relation to that of other items within the corpus, 
and that statistical information can be used in any 
number of ways.
 About Gertrude Stein’s The Making of 
Americans, Ngai writes “words are deliberately 
presented in ‘long strings’ rather than conventional 
sentences and where the repetition of particular 
words and clauses produces a layered or ‘simul-
taneous’ effect.” Ngai’s use of the word ‘string’ 
in relation to language brings to mind the term’s 
use in computer science, which refers to a finite 
sequence of characters, drawn from the set of all 
possible sequences in the alphabet. In algorithmic 
processes, the semantic meaning of the words 
made up from these characters is usually irrelevant 
to the operations being performed on them. Even 
in some of the more sophisticated techniques we 
use in The Great Outdoors, which do select and 
order comments at least partly on the basis of their 
semantic meaning, it is not actually ‘the meaning’ 
of the word as a human understands it that the 

system deals with. The algorithm rather works 
with a symbolic, mathematically-manipulable 
representation of that meaning.
 This tension between the visible and less-vis-
ible meanings of digital language suggests new 
forms of textual organization. If one organizes text 
according to criteria associated with its status as 
‘string’ rather than as ‘sense,’ one finds an inco-
herent surface (what seems like a mushy heap) 
masking a rigidly logical understructure. In any 
given performance text of The Great Outdoors, 
each comment has nothing to do with the others in 
terms of topic, voice or argument.
 But in fact our texts are ruthlessly organized, 
according to the parameters we have used to 
model Shannon entropy. A set of (relatively) 
simple graphs diagram the understructure, which 
is reminiscent of a rather traditional dramatic 
structure: exposition, development, rising action 
to climax, denouement. Despite the absolute 
difference of each performance text on the level 
of actual words spoken, there is absolute uniform-
ity of each text on the level of structure. As Ngai 
writes, “where system and subject converge is … 
where language piles up and becomes ‘dense.’” 
The Great Outdoors is, among other things, an 
attempt to access, experience and inhabit this 
convergence.
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4. The Stuplime
Is Donald Trump the ultimate artist of the stuplime? 
In a recent piece for the New York Review of Books, 
Masha Gessen quotes from an interview Trump 
gave to the Associated Press on April 17, 2017, as 
an example of his “ability to take words and throw 
them into a pile that means nothing”:

“Number one, there’s great responsibility. When 
it came time to, as an example, send out the 
fifty-nine missiles, the Tomahawks in Syria. I’m 
saying to myself, “You know, this is more than 
just like, seventy-nine [sic] missiles. This is 
death that’s involved,” because people could 
have been killed. This is risk that’s involved, 
because if the missile goes off and goes in a 
city or goes in a civilian area—you know, the 
boats were hundreds of miles away—and if 
this missile goes off and lands in the middle 
of a town or a hamlet … every decision is 
much harder than you’d normally make. 
[unintelligible] … This is involving death and life 
and so many things … So it’s far more respon-
sibility. [unintelligible] … The financial cost of 
everything is so massive, every agency. This is 
thousands of times bigger, the United States, 
than the biggest company in the world.” 6

 Gessen then lists the words in this passage 
(“responsibility”, the number “fifty-nine” and the 
number “seventy-nine”, “death”, “people”, “risk”, 
“city”, “civilian”, “hamlet”, “decision”, “hard”, 
“normal”, “life”, the “United States”) that Trump has 
rendered meaningless, and writes, “Trump’s word-
piles fill public space with static. This is like having 
the air we breathe replaced with carbon monoxide. 
It is deadly. This space that he is polluting is the 
space of our shared reality.” Are we heading for an 
environmental crisis occurring in virtual space? 
The airwaves of our communications are becom-
ing clogged with unsignifying noise, our political 
commons filling up with strings of repetitive trash. 
We suffer from non-stop agitation and fatigue.
 Historically and now, the sublime is not a cozy 
aesthetic. It says: everything will collapse, will be 
too much for us to bear, will destroy us in the end...
but temporarily, from a safe perch, we can enjoy a 
frisson of the coming catastrophe. Edmund Burke 
thought the frisson was good for us, a kind of 
exercise for the soul, which like physical exercise 
is uncomfortable at the time but pays off later in 
greater strength. Ngai isn’t so optimistic; in stuplim-
ity, reason is pulverized and it just gives up.
 Faced with the overreach and limits of 
rationalism amidst the current tornado of irrational 
actions and events, it is tempting to abandon the 
hard work of trying to make sense, to take refuge 
in overpowering emotions and sensations that are 
their own justification and their own reward. We 

6 Gessen,Masha. May 13, 2017. The Autocrat’s Language.  
 New York Review of Books.
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are currently seeing up close the seductiveness of 
unreason, the ease with which nostalgia warps into 
a longing for chaos, how the lulz go viral. But let us 
try to avoid the capitulation that Ngai describes. 
With luck the digital sublime, like Burke’s proto-
Romantic version, will prove to be good exercise, 
and will fortify us for the challenges to come.
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I remember the first time I thought I could be 
a performing artist. I was probably 13 years 
old. Watching the movie, Women on the 
Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, on TV with 
my family, the men, upon the appearance 
of the Spanish performer Rossy de Palma, 
exclaimed: “She is so ugly!” I was fascinated 
by Rossy de Palma: her dark hair, straight, 
shiny, with a charming fringe. Her big eyes 
between green and brown, her presence 
eating poisoned gazpacho. Her red outfit. In 
my teenage innocence, I thought: ‘The boys 
at school call me ugly. Well, if an ugly girl can 
be on that film, wearing that red outfit, maybe 
I can grow up to be an actress like Rossy de 
Palma!’

In the 1980s in Brazil, black women played roles 
mainly as slaves and maids in soap operas. At that 
point in my life, I had never been to the theatre.
 Colonial and patriarchal mentality, through 
pictorial narratives of white supremacy and the 
normalized male gaze, can explain my 13-year old 
self identify with a white European woman who 
was labeled ‘ugly’ in the eyes of men. Still, I am 
grateful to Rossy de Palma for having been there, 
exactly then.
 Years later I would realize that seeking lib-
eration while belonging to the African diaspora 
would entail a life-long process to decolonize my 
mind and my life, and also as an arts practitioner. 

Decolonizing the gaze: bell hooks, Cleo and the 
act of looking and being looked upon is a commis-
sioned text by Deise Nunes. Nunes has previously 
written about decolonization for Black Box teater, 
and has also moderated talks on this topic. 

Deise Nunes has a Master in Theater Studies from 
Universitet i Oslo, and works as an artistic project 
developer, producer, playwright and writer. She is 
Artistic Director of Golden Mirrors Arts Norway. 
Nunes was a project developer at Nordic Black 
Theater, and founder and project manager of 
ACTS laboratory for performance practices. She 
was a member of the academic committee for 
theater in the Norwegian Arts Council 2016–2018, 
is a council member of the Norwegian Children’s 
Book Institute 2016–2020 and expert in the Nordic 
Culture Fund 2019–2021. Nunes is also a member 
of the Artistic Council at Kloden Theater.
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Although deeply personal, such a process is 
inherently a shared one.
 The urge to establish a conversation about 
decolonization in the arts has reached Norway 
relatively late. The issue of decolonization is in 
itself not new in other parts of Western Europe and 
has been exhaustively debated, for instance, by 
French and British academia.
 Even though we know that both black men 
and women have been dehumanized as colonized 
subjects, there is a special position for women of 
color in the colonial discourse: The black female 
body is designated as a carrier of the seeds of 
colonial subjugation, caretaker and servant of 
its children. At the same time, the experiences 
of black female and non-binary people have 
been either ignored or silenced. Therefore, the 
intersection of gender-race deserves a specific 
approach from a decolonizing perspective, in 
order to elaborate patriarchy as a paradigm for the 
construction of all aspects of Western domination 
and expansion.
 The present essay is about collective decol-
onizing experiences through the spectatorship of 
audio-visual arts, from a black feminist perspective. 
In the following, I intend to examine part of the 
theories of oppositional gaze by the American 
feminist, bell hooks.
 Through this paradigm of the black condition, 
I intend to shed light on the liberating potential 
performing arts can have for its spectators.

bell hooks: looking as agency
bell hooks (without capitalization) is the pen name 
of the American feminist, Gloria Jean Watkins. For 
more than four decades, hooks has been a fierce 
cultural critic and one of the most relevant black 
feminist thinkers of our time. Her question: “…but 
what about the black female body?” has perme-
ated discussions on empowerment connected to 
popular cultural phenomena such as Beyoncé’s 
album, Lemonade (2016), and the black female 
presence in the American audio-visual industry. In 
her writings and speeches, hooks discusses who is 
allowed agency in arts and culture.
 Using a language that supports her assertion 
that feminism is for everyone, bell hooks discusses 
themes that reach beyond theory, reverberating in 
the lives of black women.
 In her essay The Oppositional Gaze: Black 
Female Spectators, bell hooks conceptualizes gaze 
as power, dialoguing with the thoughts of Michel 
Foucault and coining the idea of oppositional gaze. 
The concept is built upon ‘looking-as-agency,’ a 
political act happening within, and in resistance to, 
unbalanced power structures reflected in mov-
ie-making and movie-going.
 Early in her life, hooks understood that looking 
could be dangerous. As a girl, she was often pun-
ished or reprimanded for staring at people, things 
or situations. Later in her life, as a student, she 
learned how enslaved black people were severely 
punished for looking. The discovery of this fact 



84 85

made hooks aware of the traumatic roots associ-
ated with the feelings of curiosity that fed her gaze. 
Through her study of the works of Michel Foucault, 
hooks realized that the structure of oppression 
imposed on black people, was again reproduced 
by those same individuals when exercising par-
enthood. Such a mechanism is enabled by means 
of recurrent and perpetuated control strategies. 
In this context of uneven power relations, looking 
is constructed as a privilege, a potential act of 
empowerment and resistance.
 Theatre, from the old Greek term theatron, 
from theasthai, means “to behold”, “to view”, and 
from thea, “act of seeing”. Knowing that, in ancient 
Greece, nether women nor enslaved subjects were 
allowed to go to established theatre festivals, we 
can ask: Which gazes are we talking about when 
referring to spectatorship? Who is allowed to look 
at what?
 Often, artists talk about “engaging the audi-
ence (s)” as a goal for their works. But who is this 
mythical entity, “the audience”?
 My avant-garde, European theatre education 
through Odin Teatret in Denmark always takes 
me back to Eugenio Barba’s theatre anthropology, 
even if at some point I have also to recognize that 
libertarian theatre theory may fall short when 
it comes to the intersections of race-gender. 
However, theatre anthropology doesn’t use the 
term ‘audience,’ it deals rather with ‘spectators.’ 
The performative event, be it theatre, performance, 

ritual, film or a football match, is attended by 
individuals, each with their own account of the 
received experience.
 Taking this idea into bell hooks’ realm, women 
of color are interesting spectators. Firstly, because 
their bodies are rarely present as doers in the 
performance – when they do, their representation 
often rests upon a specific stereotypical image. 
Secondly, because their experiences as viewers 
are rarely described or discussed.
 Observing awakens the thought, the potential-
ity of (self-)reflection, study, analysis, scrutiny and 
criticism. It creates awareness. Looking has, in the 
simple act of focusing, the seed to sharing ideas 
and practices that eventually point to the liberation 
of oppressed individuals. Looking then, becomes 
a defiant challenge to an establishment that was 
created to exclude ‘other’ gazes. But isn’t it what 
we see, in combination with what we have seen, 
that forms the gaze?
 hook’s studies on cinema and black movie- 
goers from an American filmatic-historical per-
spective offer us important parallels with other 
art forms. In this context, the novel, The Bluest 
Eye (1970), by the American writer Toni Morrison 
is an important reference. In the book, set in the 
1940’s, a poor, working woman of color, Miss 
Pauline, offers an account of her experience in the 
movies. Miss Pauline speaks about the pleasure 
she feels when watching romantic stories. Having 
no black characters to identify with, Miss Pauline 
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unconsciously projects herself as the white female 
character.
 hooks reference to Miss Pauline makes me 
think of my 13-year old me, and other black girls, 
to whom the experience of spectatorship still 
does not reflect, or even acknowledge, our own 
existence.
 Timely, hooks points to other black wom-
en’s experiences of spectatorship, for instance, 
accounts of those who consciously avoid identifi-
cation, or ‘looking too deep.’ She points to her own 
deep disappointment when faced with the young 
mixed-race character in the 1959 movie Imitation 
of Life. Watching the character’s struggle to ‘pass 
as white,’ hooks feels such a deep sorrow, that she 
stops going to the movies.
 When, some time later, she goes back to this 
form of entertainment, it is with a new gaze: the 
oppositional gaze. A gaze that has a distance and is 
capable of naming and elaborating its experiences, 
identifying neither with the victim nor with the 
perpetrator, hooks points out. Such a gaze appears 
in opposition to the two ways in which movie-mak-
ing can be violent towards black women: through 
the denial of black female subjectivities as inter-
esting cinematic narratives, and/or the positioning 
of black female bodies in situations of slavery, 
servitude, subjugation and/or dehumanizing 
over-sexualization.

Cleo’s gaze
This oppositional gaze was important for me in my 
process of reflection during a recent, remarkable 
experience of spectatorship: Alfonso Cuaron’s 
acclaimed movie, Roma (2018). The movie invites 
the spectator, through stunning black and white 
photography, to look into the life of Cleo, a house-
keeper of indigenous origin in a political uneasy 
Mexico City in 1971. Cleo devotes her long days 
to the family who employ her: a couple, their four 
children and the maternal grandmother.
 In the beginning of the action, the father of the 
family goes on a trip, and later on we realize that 
he has left the family to be with another woman, 
leaving his wife alone with her mother, the children, 
the dogs, two maids, a driver and a car that is too 
big for the house’s garage. The storyline seems 
almost surgically focused on Cleo’s daily tasks 
and the dynamics of a middle-class Mexican 
family – probably inspired by the director’s own 
biography. Nonetheless, in its painful beauty, Roma 
quietly exposes the social inequalities amongst 
the women and the excruciating mixture of love, 
belonging and laboral exploitation that women of 
color have experienced in post-slavery times.
 Roma is one of the very few movies I have 
seen featuring a female indigenous protagonist, 
played by Yalitza Aparicio. I am myself of black 
indigenous Latino heritage, a daughter and niece 
of women who were sent away from their home, 
before puberty, to work and live in family homes as 
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maids – as the antecedents of Cleo’s story would 
probably tell. Watching Roma was a momentous, 
painful experience that, according to bell hooks, 
I would never be able to process through main-
stream feminist film theory, due to its neglect of 
race and color in the arts.
 The softness of the pictorial imagery of Roma 
is brutal, and this brutality is terrifyingly available to 
the deconstructed, decolonized, oppositional gaze. 
What we see, in the entire two hours of the movie, 
is Cleo’s gaze thrown back at the spectator in the 
form of her bitter-sweet drops of daily life. It made 
me remember the account one of the wealthiest 
and most powerful women in the world, Oprah 
Winfrey, gave of her relationship to her grand-
mother, who used to tell her: “Oprah Gail, when 
you grow up, you have to make sure you find your-
self some good white folks.” In Roma, Cleo has 
found hers.
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When I experienced Juli Apponen´s performance 
Life is hard and then you die – part 3 at Oktober-
dans fall 2018, I was overwhelmed by the amount of 
words and details. Of the shifting between medical 
journals, dreams and astronomy – but maybe 
most of all by her care for the audience she was 
giving this somehow brutal text to. She started the 
performance by telling us that if someone had to 
leave during the performance, “people have their 
reasons.” We had a conversation about the piece, 
the making of an autobiographical text and of 
language as something that can be violent.

In Life is hard and then you die – part 3, the text is 
the focus, the props are text, and the text focus on 
the body. How did this piece become a reading?

There are several reasons why it became both a 
text and a reading. One of them is that I was regard-
ing writing as the most difficult, scary, or complex 
form for me as an artist. Everything becomes so 
definite, while on the other hand it is so flexible 
and subjective. Also writing an autobiography is a 
weird thing. Resistance creates material, so I am 
always looking for impossible tasks in my work. For 
this text, there is a clear reason for trying to make a 
language on pain. Elaine Scarry writes in The body 
in pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World:

“To have great pain is to have certainty; to hear 
that another person has pain is to have doubt” 

A part of the experience of us is a conversation 
between Juli Apponen and Elin Amundsen Grinaker, 
talking about the performance Life is hard and then 
you die – part 3.

Elin Amundsen Grinaker has a master in 
Dramaturgy from Aarhus Universitet. She works as 
a freelance dramaturge for artists including Lisa 
Lie, Idun Vik, Artilleriet produksjoner, Panta Rei 
and Lene Therese Teigen, amongst others. She 
is an editor of the feminist online fanzine Blazer, 
where she also writes, and she works as a program 
dramaturge at Black Box teater. 
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“Whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part 
through its unshareability, and it ensures 
this unshareability through its resistance to 
language” 

“Physical pain does not simply resist language 
but actively destroys it.”

I read this at the same time that I was collecting 
material for Life is hard and then you die – part 3. It 
intrigued me, and the performance had to be text, 
nothing but a text.
 As for the props, I really wanted to stick to 
the writing theme, and I came up with the idea 
of translating the violence to the paper. To make 
something common, neutral and seen as “a clean 
slate” transform into an extremely charged physi-
cal body, make it perform something very violent. It 
is also connected to the contrasts in the text where 
extreme content and experience is edited into a 
seemingly coherent and understandable form, but 
ends up in cognitive dissonances.

You have also worked with pain as a topic in other 
forms?

I made the choreography Everything Remains 
in collaboration with Jon Skulberg. This is also 
autobiographical and deals a lot with the same 
content as Life is hard and then you die – part 3, but 
without words. It is minimal in form but maximalist 

in content, which is true for almost all of my work. 
Complexity should already be in the material and 
not something I need to reconstruct in the process.

When I saw your piece in Bergen, people talked 
about experiencing a physical pain when listening to 
and watching the show. I also felt this, but at the same 
time, I felt taken care of. You started the performance 
with telling us, that if someone had to leave, it was ok, 
and that “people have their reasons.”

I think I said that if someone needs to leave the 
room, for whatever reason, I do not mind and no 
one else should either think of the reasons why, 
because we all have our reasons. Since I invite the 
audience in to this experiment of sharing so much 
pain, it is important that I don’t keep them as a 
hostage. There is definitely a little claustrophobic 
element to stick so much with the abundance of 
physical pain. That said, there have been very few 
occasions where someone has left the room. I did 
embed as much care and other types of material 
in the text as I could, having these parts where 
you are suddenly transported into a very different 
world, like the strange sex dreams or astrology.

I am very open with the fact that I am creating a 
situation where I am manipulating people. That is 
what artistic articulation is for me. In all the ele-
ments of this piece, there is so much physical and 
psychological pain. And there is even more now 
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than what was there in the beginning, because it’s 
been added to since the premiere in 2014, when 
it already was too much. After that, even more 
surgeries happened.

You added the experiences of the surgeries after 
2014 into the already existing text?

Yes. The first time it was 40 minutes, now it is one 
hour. Nobody can really take in and remember 
everything, but that is the experience I am convey-
ing, because I can’t either. That was another reason 
to write it down and articulate it for myself, too. It 
has to do with how trauma and memory functions. 
I only read it when performing it, since it’s a lot for 
me to take in, as well. I share that with the audience.

There is a point not doing it by heart?

Yes, and it wouldn’t even be possible. In the begin-
ning of performing it, there were five surgeries, now 
there are nine. I remember I was reading, coming to 
surgery number four, realizing I couldn´t remember 
all those things. In that way, personally the text is 
also about making those things real by processing 
and remembering – and sharing – as you are 
supposed to do with a traumatic experience. I’m not 
necessarily so interested in inspiring people, there 
is a whole mainstream industry that is constructing 
a narrative that mostly caters a kind of hero myth. 
It’s important for me to talk about the space where 

one ends up after “too much” and the ambivalence 
and confusion this generates.

What we can share
I don´t work with fiction at all. In this case it comes 
from my experience, and in Life is hard and then 
you die – part 3 I have been in the midst of it while 
performing it.
 While there is this dimension of notes and 
memories of the past, the present is very close. I 
always end the piece by putting it into the context 
of what is currently happening for me. Once I did 
it in Copenhagen one day before going to a new 
surgery, and I told this at the end of the reading. 
I don’t want the audience to be able to create a 
distance from it. We have to remain in the struggle 
sharing difficult experiences. We desperately need 
new narratives and ways of dealing with fragility 
not only as an interesting concept, but as a shared 
reality. That is another reason for it to be a live 
reading, that the body who has experienced this is 
present, reading the text.

What does this “here and now” bring to the piece?

It becomes very real, and audiences experience 
physical reactions. Already when writing it, I knew 
that it would be a difficult performance to experi-
ence, so when I had the first draft finished, I tested 
it out with people that I trusted. I wasn’t sure if I 
could do such a thing with an audience. If it was ok. 
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They told me that they felt taken care of, as they 
were also thinking a lot about their own bodies and 
experiences, which is what I am striving for. At the 
same time, it was hard for them. I think it has to be 
hard to listen to, because I wouldn´t truthfully convey 
the experiences if it wasn’t hard, or at one level 
near-impossible, to take it all in. That’s how it was 
for me, that is how it has to be for the audience, and 
that is the form the dramaturgy takes from reality. 
Objectively, it is terrible. But it happened. The whole 
piece is an experiment on what we can share.

Not just something random
There is almost no place in the text where I write 
my own opinion. I try to use as much as possible 
what others have said or written. There is this 
bureaucratic language and journals – what the 
world or others have said about me or their reac-
tions to me, and then, in contrast to that, I bring in 
what I was thinking about, or experiencing, when 
I was in these specific physical and mental states. 
So there is this perspective of the extreme inner 
and outer pendulum in motion.

Because there is also the expansion from the 
subconscious with the dreams, and the stars far, 
far away?

Yeah, I was trying to work with a balance. I have 
all these surgeries that I shortly describe – the 
bureaucratic system which is here to help people 

– but because life rarely fits into a formula, this 
language and process often has a lot of friction. To 
counterbalance the pain, there is, for example, the 
sex dreams. I am very interested in sex generally. I 
had genital reassignment surgery, which is a very 
intimate area to have surgery, and also is com-
monly linked with sex. In addition to taking care 
to create a balance, another reason for bringing 
them in is that dreams and sex are at the heart of 
psychology. In my work I like to feed the hobby 
psychologist that lives within us. I do that intention-
ally, especially in this piece. When you are in the 
position as audience, you analyze and read what is 
presented to you, because you know that this is not 
just something random. Somebody is really trying 
to mean something.

Then there are parts with astronomy, and my astro-
nomical chart which actually was done when I was 
born in 1981. I don’t believe in astrology, but it is a 
bit scary how accurate that chart is, full of details. 
The whole text is a collage of different fractions 
and it’s not chronological, which is also how our 
memory works. Memories are often a memory of 
a memory, that we experience with all our senses, 
and not only as an intellectual recollection. That is 
also a part of the impossibility of language.

I recall having to go home and meditate after 
seeing the piece. I needed to let it settle, and didn´t 
want anything to disturb it.
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That is what I have tried to achieve, to suggest 
some heavy ethical meditation. And that is the 
reaction that has been described to me wherever 
I have travelled with the piece. I am satisfied that 
people need to think, to be alone. I need people to 
feel that something has changed. It is not neces-
sarily because I see myself as some noble artist 
with a mission, but more as a critical need as a 
human being in trouble in this society and world.

Is this important for you when you are the 
audience, as well?

Yes, I do go to the theatre because I want to be 
changed, somehow. That is why I chose that form, 
because there is the possibility of a very holistic 
experience. You are physically there and want to 
be emotionally and intellectually challenged. That 
is why the whole situation of live performance is so 
special to me. In my work the connection with the 
audience, the intimacy and trying to breaking the 
barriers between us, is important. I have an image 
of wanting to peel off the shield we have.

In my work I am trying to get to the extremes, 
confronting myself, using myself and my material. 
One reason for using my own life, is that it is good 
material because it was so fucked up. Another 
reason is that one ś own material is very available 
and there are less ethical problems in going to the 
extremes when exposing your own life rather than 

someone else´s. Though I did that also with the 
solo, Blind Boi Diaries, which I directed with Sindri 
Runudde. This was his autobiography that mixed 
text and dancing. It was such a pleasure to work 
with material that wasn´t mine, but I had to do it 
to myself first to be able to take care of someone 
else’s story.

The language is violent
I feel that the language is a representation of a 
binary world. How can we work on a language that 
is broader?

Language is definitely a problem, but Life is hard 
and then you die – part 3 does not challenge 
language in that way. The language here is inform-
ative and economical, so the potential poetry 
comes from how different elements connect 
each other with small details and connections. 
It starts to mess with language, or maybe rather 
with experience, by the sheer amount of too much 
information, that is somehow impossible to absorb. 
But the text in itself is really simple and approach-
able. Language and writing is both a problem and 
a blessing. It is also where you can stretch reality 
the most, but at the same time you are doing it 
with words that have a history and are collectively 
determined to have a specific meaning. When I 
write, I always end up digging into dictionaries, 
questioning single words a lot, figuring out the 
definition and the history of the words I am using.
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Like: Do I want to use this word?

Yes, do I want to use it? Taking away one word 
can change a whole sentence, challenging some 
kind of status quo. I think language is really violent. 
The violent part of language is very apparent in 
my text, and even in parts where one might not 
think much about it, because it describes so much 
physical pain. All bureaucracy represents violence. 
Bureaucratic letters I have received – that relate 
to my body and identity – have such a specific way 
of using language that it is almost poetic for me 
sometimes. It’s interesting to look at it as research 
and to be able to have a distance from it. As, for 
example, a letter that I received from Finland when 
I finally organized my identity there, after being 
officially both male and female for 4 years in two 
different countries. I can see in the letter how 
language is so inadequate and how clumsily it is 
written. And that is just at the official level; it can’t 
even begin to describe the complexity I personally 
experience regarding gender specifically, and the 
human experience in general.

In the last decade even the consciousness that 
different trans existences exist is a new thing for 
many, and it is partly re-defining and challenging 
language. But what many of the critics are missing 
is that it is not taking away, but on the contrary is 
widening the possibilities of language. The fragility 
of an identified status quo seems to be destabilized 

by very small changes that have always existed, but 
have been pushed away into hiding. It’s interesting 
that the gender neutral pronoun ‘hen’ (they) finally 
made its breakthrough in Sweden and the fact that 
it is just more practical to write ‘hen’ instead of the 
two binary pronouns. It didn’t get more compli-
cated. It became easier. 

So “the other” is melting into a broader normality?

What I am trying to do, is to go straight to the heart 
of the problem, and through to the problem of 
othering. And it has worked. It was a really risky 
thing to bring in all the strange and exotic things 
of the ‘other.’ But in this I have a principle, a hidden 
contract with the piece: too much or nothing. To 
satisfy curiosity, but too much. Or nothing. It has 
to be all of it. We have to share the pain, and the 
audience has to contemplate pain in their own life. I 
am taking the exotic and the other, and I am forcing 
it to be a part of the experience of us. It is not about 
them being entertained by the story of ‘the other.’ 
They receive an experience that is difficult and 
painful enough to not be entertainment, and they 
go into themselves. I force them to think about 
their own body. Otherwise, I would absolutely stop 
performing this piece.
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Objectify this!

Anja Sletteland
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A central dogma for feminist performing arts is to 
challenge the objectification of women in popular 
culture. What does this mean in 2019?

“What counts is what the heroine provokes, or 
rather what she represents. She is the one, or 
rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, 
or else the concern he feels for her, which 
makes him act the way he does. In herself, the 
woman has not the slightest importance.” 1

The blunt sexism of this statement seems out-
dated, yet eerily familiar today. It was made by Budd 
Boetticher, who directed a number of low-budget 
Westerns in the 1940s and 50s. Although this era 
of Westerns represent some of the most macho 
films in cinematic history, Boetticher’s description 
of women on screen continues to resonate across 
genres.
 In November 2017, 600 Norwegian actresses 
signed the metoo-petition #stilleforopptak, which 
identified the status of their characters as a central 
root cause of sexual harassment in the theater 
world: “Most scripts cast men in the leading roles, 
and too many female roles are functional roles such 
as ‘girlfriend’, ‘mistress’ or ‘wife’, which weakens our 
authority backstage and in the workplace.” 2 At 

1 Budd Boetticher, quoted in Mulvey 1989/1975, 9. 
2 #stilleforopptak. 16.11.2017. Aftenposten.
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#metoo-movement. 
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the major metoo-event at The National Theater a 
month later, director Kjersti Horn demanded that 
actresses should no longer have to “lend their 
talent to outdated gender stereotypes that are less 
intellectual, less multi-faceted and less decisive 
than themselves”.3

 Since the 1970s, a central dogma for feminist 
performing arts has been to challenge the objec-
tification of women in popular culture and society. 
Boetticher’s statement illustrates succinctly what 
is at stake: to claim a role for women and women’s 
perspectives as important in their own right.

The male gaze
A central inspiration for the struggle in the perform-
ing arts is Laura Mulvey’s influential concept of 
“the male gaze”, which she developed in 1975. She 
argued that most narratives are structured around 
an active/passive division of labor, in which the 
male protagonist makes things happen, whereas 
the female is a mere object to be looked at and 
the source of projected fantasies. According to 
Mulvey, the spectacle influences the audience’s 
conceptions of – and thereby the roles they play in 
real life. In popular culture, the absence of female 
role models, with their own desires, ambitions, and 

agency contributes to the reinforcement of the 
asymmetry of power between the sexes. Cinema 
has “coded the erotic into the language of the 
dominant patriarchal order”, Mulvey argues: As the 
camera places the viewer in the perspective of the 
heterosexual man, it makes the sexual objectifica-
tion of women seem “natural”.4

 Over four decades, the social significance 
of the male gaze has been widely discussed and 
critiqued. Mulvey’s analysis of both narrative 
cinema and social reality are far too simplistic, 
but the concept seems to pass the test of time. 
To remain useful in the struggle against the objecti-
fication of women in our world, this analysis needs 
to be continuously updated. So what does it mean 
today?
 In Scandinavia, a gendered patriarchal 
division of power is outdated in most areas of life. 
Although society has diverging expectations, 
encouraging emancipation in the workplace, at 
home, in politics, and the public sphere is a strong 
social norm. The male privilege embedded in 
traditional gender norms is generally perceived 
as unfair, not as natural. However, emancipation 
has, since the 1970s, been seen as a gradual 
process, ‘underway’, which to some extent has 
pacified women by appealing to their patience.5 
The massive uprising against sexual harassment, 
therefore, came as a shock to Norwegian society. 
Suddenly, women rejected the myth of equality 
and demanded immediate action. However, calling 

3 Horn, Kjersti. 10.12.18. Speech at The National Theater.  
4 Mulvey. 1989/1957, 8. 
5 Skjie, Hege and Teigen, Mari. 2003.
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today’s society a ‘patriarchy’ seems like a far 
stretch for most.
 Moreover, the traditional gender roles Laura 
Mulvey describes as characterized by an active/
passive division of labor are at least partially 
outdated. Interestingly, the #metoo uprising also 
illuminated some ways in which gender roles have 
changed in Norwegian society. The large number 
of women who shared their experiences, wrote 
petitions and op-eds, made speeches, and par-
ticipated on panels did not view uninvited sexual 
attention from men as natural, but as gross. They 
expected a level playing field between the sexes, 
and experienced sexual objectification as a breach 
of social norms.6

The development into a post-patriarchal, yet not 
truly emancipated era, poses some new questions 
for the struggle against sexual objectification of 
women on stage and screen. Firstly, what charac-
terizes the ‘gaze’ that is to be challenged today? 
And secondly, what are some of the remaining 
obstacles for the performing arts?

The gaze on ourselves
To understand the content of the gaze, it is neces-
sary to go beyond the static categories of ‘male’ 
and ‘female’. It makes more sense to understand it 
as a function of society’s norms, which tell people 
what to expect from each other. Gender norms 
shape our perception of what types of behavior are 
considered acceptable, appropriate and admirable.7 
This includes both how people see us, and how we 
engage with their gaze.
 The shift in gender roles, which I briefly 
illustrated with the #metoo uprising, does not 
require women to stop seeing themselves through 
‘the male gaze’. The fact is that women navigate 
between different, and sometimes contradictory 
gazes. In our recent book on sexual harassment, 
Det jeg skulle sagt (meaning What I should have 
said) Hannah Helseth and I identify three different 
gender norms in Norwegian society, which exist in 
other Western societies as well.8

 A crucial distinction is whether or not women 
expect to be treated as equal to men, which can 
vary from one situation to another. If they do not, 
the male gaze deeply affects their perception of 
self. However, it is not necessarily the case that 
women in this situation accept the active/passive 
division of labor. Whereas some certainly adhere to 
the passive traditional gender role, others actively 
use the male gaze to their advantage. The assump-
tion that men are defenseless to sexual temptation 
give women another norm to play with, which 

6 Sletteland, Anja and Helseth, Hannah. 2018.  
7 Pulerwitz, J. & Barker, G. 2008 
8 Sletteland, Anja and Helseth, Hannah. 2018. 
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corresponds with Catherine Hakim’s concept of 
erotic capital.9 According to this norm, women can 
gain the upper hand by positioning themselves 
as the object of male desire, and shape events by 
luring men to serve their interests.
 As previously mentioned, the #metoo uprising 
emerged as a reaction to a broken promise. This 
norm, which we have called ‘gendered meritoc-
racy’, is largely a product of the pervasive process 
of emancipation, and especially relates to the work-
place. According to this norm, men and women 
are supposed to compete on the same terms, and 
the only valid currency is professional merit such 
as skills, education, and experience. Any sexual 
attraction that interferes with this meritocracy is 
seen as illegitimate. The objectifying male gaze is 
out of place, and women often experience it as a 
violation of their professional identity. This threat is 
quite real, as women who do, or are suspected of 
taking advantage of their attractiveness, are often 
judged as less qualified and get fewer professional 
opportunities.
 In short, the three social norms – traditional 
gender roles, erotic capital, and gendered meritoc-
racy – ascribe the male gaze with different mean-
ings: depending on the woman and the situation, it 
can be experienced as natural, as a resource, or as 
a threat.

 None of these norms provides viable solutions 
to the problem of sexual objectification, because 
they do not allow women (or men) to develop a 
sexual subjectivity on their own terms. Needless 
to say, traditional gender roles offer little space for 
women to claim their own identity, because this 
norm stigmatizes active and sexually available 
women as ‘cheap’ and ‘unladylike’. By playing on 
erotic capital, women contribute to reinforce men’s 
power of definition over their sex. As this resource 
only works for some, the underlying merit-based 
system fosters discrimination against women with 
less erotic capital. Gendered meritocracy, albeit 
intended to stimulate emancipation, poses a whole 
new set of problems that, prior to the #metoo-
campaign, were largely unrecognized. The banish-
ment of sexual attraction as a path to success has 
contributed to a new shaming of female sexuality 
and bodily difference. As emancipation is a partial 
myth, society’s gaze on women is full of traps. The 
idea that women can exploit men’s vulnerability to 
temptation both increases the risks and the costs 
of her being blamed if she experiences sexual har-
assment, especially at work. Moreover, women are 
often judged by their physical attractiveness, which 
creates a ‘you’re damned if you do, and damned if 
you don’t’ type of contradictory pressure.
 To conclude, the society’s gaze on women, 
and the gaze through which we see ourselves, is 
much more complex than Laura Mulvey’s original 
formulation of the male gaze. In reality, the gaze is 9 Hakim, C. 2010.
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intimately intertwined with conceptions of power, 
morality, fairness, as well as biological differences, 
which are continuously negotiated in society. But 
there should be no doubt that the gaze – or gazes – 
affect women’s space to act out their “full humanity”.

Two levels of struggle
In the performing arts, these complex issues are 
currently addressed at two different levels: through 
introducing alternative gazes of women and fighting 
for an improved infrastructure for female artists.
 The patriarchal spectacle of the male gaze 
has for some time been challenged by alternative 
film, within Hollywood itself – and not least, by the 
relatively new genre TV series. This more char-
acter-driven than plot-driven genre has opened 
up a range of new stories in which females are 
allowed to represent imperfect, struggling, thinking 
human beings rather than mere objects of desire. 
Major productions such as Game of Thrones, 
House of Cards, The Handmaid’s Tale, Mad Men, 
Orange is the New Black, I’m Dying up Here and 
Sharp Objects portray complex women and their 
struggles in a male-dominated world. Some series 
also explicitly address the male gaze, such as The 
Deuce, Better Things and The Affair. The latter 
presents a story from both a man’s and a woman’s 
memory, in which they remember the situation and 
their own appearances differently.
 Since the 1980s the tradition of post porn has 
explored female sexuality in theater and dance. 

Some of the strategies used to challenge the male 
gaze include allowing female actors or dancers 
to play traditionally male characters, challenging 
idealised images of feminine beauty, and more 
explicitly, commenting on the dynamics of sexual 
power.
 A part of this artistic development has been 
directly influenced by Laura Mulvey’s work, which 
started a discourse on ‘the female gaze’ in film 
theory. This approach critically examines subjectiv-
ity in camera angles, the characters and the model 
audience for film productions. An increasingly 
acknowledged problem with this approach is 
its tendency to reinsert other forms of privilege. 
Enactments of the female gaze have been criti-
cized for assuming that women have a universally 
shared experience, whilst it only represents the 
lives of white, middle class women.10 In recent 
years, the intersectional perspective has emerged 
as the crux of the conversation in feminist perform-
ing arts. This criticism, as articulated by bell hooks, 
has “challenged the notion that ‘gender’ was the 
primary factor determining a woman’s fate.” 11  
It has stimulated a curiosity for other female expe-
riences, particularly those shaped by class, race 
and sexual identity. The social importance of this 
development can hardly be understated, but the 

10 Benson-Allott, Caetlin. 2017. 
11 hooks, bell. 2014/1984.



116 117

broadening of female identity is not a completely 
satisfying response to the male gaze. Instead of 
offering women a platform to express their individ-
ual humanity, the intersectional approach primarily 
focuses on the shared-but-not-equal experience of 
subjugation. In order to reach the same autonomy 
as male experience, the female gaze cannot have a 
fixed context.
 The performing arts sector is a man’s world, 
which is strongly reflected in budgets, salaries and 
roles. An important obstacle to women’s artistic 
endeavor is sexual objectification behind the 
scenes, a major focus of the #metoo uprising in 
Norway. The previously mentioned petition #stille-
foropptak proposed the following vision:

“We believe it is possible to create a healthier 
environment for actors, women and men, in 
which everyone is seen primarily as equals, 
not as genders. Where we are defined not by 
our appearance, but by what we have to offer 
in terms of professional competence.”12

 The Norwegian dance world shared much of 
the same diagnosis in their petition #nårdansen-
stopper, which was signed by almost 800 women 
in the sector. They demanded to be recognized as 

dancers, choreographers and educators instead 
of being defined by their sex.13 This struggle for 
women to be perceived as professionals in the per-
forming arts reflects much of the broken promise 
of emancipation. Their demands are made on the 
basis of the norms of gendered meritocracy, which 
borrows much of the discourse on professionalism 
to combat sexism in the workplace. Although 
this path may well be the most viable among 
current options, it poses some new problems that 
merit further discussion. For instance, gendered 
meritocracy produces an understanding of ‘pro-
fessional behavior’ that renders sexuality shameful 
and out of place. Maybe professionalism needs to 
be redefined in order to safeguard female artists 
from stigma and sexual harassment. But what 
could this mean in practice? 
 With the #metoo uprising, there is an 
increasing awareness of the muddiness of gender 
relations in our society, and many questions are left 
unanswered. The performing arts have a crucial 
role to push the boundaries of the debate by openly 
exploring options and creating new images for 
women.

12 #stilleforopptak. 2017. 
13 #Nårdansenstopper. 12.12.2017. Aftenposten.
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