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practitioners are developing innovative and politically acute performance strategies
through mining the feminist archive, and either openly acknowledging their fem-
inist debt, or at least accepting that many of the strategies and frameworks that
inform their practice were pioneered by artists working within the broad feminist
project and hence will always carry feminist DINA. This challenges the still pre-
valent disavowal of the significance of feminist discourses for performance.®!

One approach we discern invokes performance as failure, and thus calls into question
some received notions about the relationship of identity to performance. This work in
part draws on feminist traditions to bring a self-reflexive regard for the limitations of
performance as a form that harbours a certain absurdity at its heart. However, we argue
that these works go beyond a critique of performance as such to unsettle notions of
feminine and feminist identities. Another approach offers some provocative ways to
conceive of presence, through the ‘diffraction’ of the artist’s body into multiple bodies,
or the delegation of performance, including through practices that mobilise perfor-
mance as diverse energised flows through bodies, materials and environments.

Post-Butler identity? The feminist performance of failure®?

Is ‘performing oneself badly’, or in slapstick form, a critical rebuttal of earlier affir-
mative, deconstructivist and performative feminist strategies? Arguably, enacting
failure—reclaiming a long line of feminine failures such as bad mothers, bad
secretaries, bad teachers, and now, bad feminists—complicates any possible criti-
cism, and drives towards inclusivity. By definition, loving one’s failure is a way of
critiquing the normative standard. We discern in a number of current Australian
practitioners possible insights into post-Butler theories of gender identity, for we
argue that these artists enact a bad or failed performance of self that parallels the
anti-identitarian desire amongst some contemporary queer theorists and activists to
de-subjectivise ‘gay identity’.®> Australian artists such as Hannah Raisin, Anastasia
Klose and Justene Williams (Figures 2.1-2.3) adapt slapstick humour to badly per-
form feminine, and feminist, identities. At the heart of their early performances and
videos is a ‘kooky chick’ persona that enacts a hilarious yet troubling form of fail-
ure: the failure of conventional femininity, but also the failure of feminist identity,
and with that, resistance to recuperation.®* We might understand this as ‘perform-
ing oneself badly’. The critical enactment of normative standards of femininity has
been a lynchpin of feminist art since the 1970s and has been central in developing
what we now commonly call ‘the politics of representation’. However, con-
temporary work does not attempt to prise open a critical gap between original and
copy, between the real woman and a fraudulent femininity, or even try to clear a
reflexive space for analysis within the performed artifice. These contemporary
works often replay an established feminist as well as feminine aesthetic repertoire—
the imagery, forms, materials, performative gestures and subject-matter from 1970s
and 1980s feminist art—but in clownish form. In doing so, these theatrical per-

formances use burlesque humour and desire to metaphorically swerve and switch
2 65

established feminist verformance troves. to take us ‘somewhere else
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Through cheerfully amateurish performances of failed femininity, Klose, Raisin and
Williams upset idealisations of feminine beauty, grace or sexuality. They also dislodge
deconstructivist manoeuvres associated with ‘the politics of representation’—the
coolly analytic, critical enactment of culturally overcoded feminine beauty, as elabo-
rated in the early work of Australian artists Fiona Foley, Linda Sproul, Barbara
Campbell, Anne Ferran, Julie Rrap and many others. Contemporary work, in con-
trast, performs both feminine and feminist gestures awkwardly, reductively or exces-
sively. Here, it is our squeamish response to the forced aesthetic joke (Raisin), the
excessive materiality of costuming (Williams), and spectacularly flawed amateurism
(Klose) that fails us, ‘does us in’ and swerves away from representational politics.*®
These instances of ‘failed feminist art’ may dislodge what has become a set of pre-
dictable aesthetic strategies. Clowning foregrounds affect not critique, empathy not
consciousness-raising, embarrassed laughter not structural insight or righteous indig-
nation over cultural or social inequities.

In Flowing Locks (2007) (Figure 2.1), Hannah Raisin replays 1970s Schneeman-esque
liberatory ‘nude’ performances in a clownish body-suit replete with absurdly overgrown
underarm and pubic hair. Her gestures come from ‘Voilal” showgirl moments, them-
selves a cheap version of the Olympic ideal of Venus and classical nude statuary. The
posture references both traditions, maybe at its historical intersection: the fableawx vivant,
where the suitably body-suited model would pose in Rokeby Venus mode. However,

FIGURE 2.1 Hannah Raisin, Flowing Locks, 2007, performance still
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and post-identity’, in At Journal, 71 (2): 2012, 120-123, 120.

Brown, 2012, 120.

Brown, 2012, 121.

Cherise Smith, Enacting Others: Politics of Identity in Eleanor Antin, Nikki S. Lee, Adrian
Piper, and Anna Deavere Smith, Durham: Duke University Press, 2011.
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in Flanagan et al., ‘Feminist Activist Art: a roundtable
forum, August 2005°, NWSA Journal, 19 (1): 1-22, 2007, 17.

Spivak in Flanagan et al., 2007, 17.

Margo Machida in Flanagan et al., 2007, 19.
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work of ‘mect’ (a Glasgow-based company with a gay and lesbian agenda), Bobby
Baker, Tim Miller and Joey Hateley, who all worked with autobiographical perfor-
mance in the 1990s-2000s. Deirdre Heddon, Autobiography and Performance: Performing
Selves, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.

Jones, 2010, 46.

An example is the staging of a major performance art event in Sydney, 13 Rootms, curated
by Hans Ulrich Obrist (Serpentine Gallery) and Klaus Biesenbach (MoMA PS1), 2013.
The project featured 13 live acts, many of which re-staged well known works from the
‘canon’ of performance art that were first performed decades ago, including those by John
Baldessari, and featured current big names like Santiago Sierra, and Allora and Calzadilla,
with the Australian iteration provided by Nicole Beaumont and Sarah Clark. It proved a
popular success, with tens of thousands of attendees, especially given the reputation of
performance art as a ‘difficult’ medium. Yet, despite the fact that two of the main draw-
cards for the event, Marina Abramovié¢ and Joan Jonas, pioneered performance and video
art in the context of emerging 1970s feminist concerns (whilst acknowledging that
Abramovié has publicly distanced herself from feminism, claiming she never heard of the
term before leaving Yugoslavia: MoMA forum ‘The Feminist Future’, 2007), the con-
tribution of feminism to the history of these vital contemporary media was not
acknowledged. Mirror Check (1970), for example, was arguably depoliticised in the thea-
trical setting and retreated to mere ‘spectacle of female’.

For John Roberts, central to the appeal of failure to artists is, paradoxically, the agency it
provides to ‘deflate the conjunction of power and knowledge’. That is, artists can insert
themselves in discourses in which they have no social investment, where exposure to
embarrassment has no consequences, and by performing their incompetence, ‘provide the
conditions for critical reflection’, a counter to a ‘culture where the truths of the dominant
order perform an inflationary ideological role of triumphant elucidation’. The deliberate
performance of failure can work to foreground the intimate relationship between
knowledge-creation and error, that is, the idea that the pursuit of knowledge is concerned
with what doesn’t work, or is not known or understood. This can have a transformative
and liberating effect, serving to ‘expose the linguistic and ideological self-protection that
dominates everyday discourse’ to perpetuate conformist thinking and behaviour: John
Roberts, “The practice of failure’, Cabinet, 5, Winter: 2001, 2, 40.

See José Esteban Mufioz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, New
York: NYU Press, 2009.

Other examples of feminist-inspired contemporary Australian performance art are
relevant to this discussion, including works by the Sydney-based collective Barbara
Cleveland, Melbourne-based Margaret Mayhew, and Sydney-based Inez de Vega.
With this in mind, it is worth noting those pioneering neo-burlesque performers who
enjoyed a precarious niche within the art world due precisely to the theatrical instability of
their burlesque performance, such as Karen Finlay’s Yams up my ass (1986), I like fo smell the
gas passed from your ass (1986); and Annie Sprinkle’s Deep Inside Annie Sprinkle video (1981)
and her later Post Porn Modermist Show (1989). These performances were also seen to draw
upon the pioneering body work of Yoko Ono’s Cut Picce (1964), Maria Abramovic’s
Rhythm 10 (1973), Gina Pane’s Azione Sentimentale (1973), Adrian Piper’s Food for the Spirit
(1971), Carolee Schneeman’s Inferior Scroll (1975), Hannah Wilke’s I Object: Memoits of a
Sugargiver (1977-1978). See Lucinda Jarrett, Stripping in Time: A History of Erotic Dancing,
London: Pandora, 1997, 195.

See Katherine Liepe-Levinson for discussion on the swerve of burlesque and how it
‘does in’ the audience in her Strip Show: Performances of Gender and Desire, London;
New York: Routledge, 2002, 35.

Williams quoted in Tracey Clement, ‘Justene Williams: dumpster diva’, Australian Art
Collector, (46), October-December: 2008, 30.

The term ‘delegated performance’ appears in Claire Bishop’s 2012 October article,
where it is defined as ‘the act of hiring non-professionals or specialists in other fields to
undertake the job of being present and performing at a particular time and a particular
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renewal. She evokes both Homn and Dickinson to challenge the Western heroism of
the sublime as grounded in a fundamentally masculinist rationale, an experience that
aspires towards some sense of control, however impossible, over an awesome nature.
Grbich’s ambitious conversation with the wind recalls another, possibly feminist sub-
lime, for like Dickinson and Horn she ‘describes a crisis of representation experienced
by a subject who “enters into relation with an otherness—social, aesthetic, political,
ethical, erotic—that is excessive and unrepresentable”.”” In acknowledging the
‘incalculable otherness’ of the world, Grbich stops short of both traditional accounts of
the sublime and Bennett’s undifferentiated field of vibrant matter. Contra the indis-
tinguishability framework of deep ecology, Wind Work (Windy Point) attends to others
in nature without dissolving boundaries, suggesting that respect for difference may be a
necessary foundation for developing an environmentalist ethic, as Plumwood would
also maintain.”®

Australian artist Barbara Campbell’s Ex Avibus project, 20142019, also respectfully
attends to the lives and habits of other species as a means of learning and healing. Her
spellbound attention to birdlife was initially given focus in a period of bereavement:
attending to birds simply going about their business around her became a source of
reflection and self-care.”’ While Campbell does not become-bird, she maintains the
very human capacity for wonder at avian agency as a foundation for unselfing and
trans-species empathy. For Well There You Are, 2015 (from the Ex Avibus project)
Campbell joined other bird-lovers in Roebuck Bay, 25 kilometres from Broome in
the north-western Australian coast, to farewell flocks of shorebirds commencing their
29,000-kilometre flight north across the Pacific to their Northern hemisphere breed-
ing grounds (along what is known as the East Asian-Australasian Flyway).*® Humans
have long wondered at the birds’ adaptive capacities to navigate and survive such dis-
tances. The artist takes this wonder as a starting point, finding herself ‘drawn to their
mysteries but also to the effect they have on the humans under their spell’®’ She
credits the unfolding patterns of bar-tailed godwits as they sweep overhead as design
templates for her mural-scaled, sweeping charcoal drawings. A nearby screen shows
Campbell’s private performance of re-embodying the event she had witnessed. As
Australian curator Katrina Liberiou describes, ‘Dressed in black, contrasting with the
white of the paper, she draws the movement of the birds across the paper in charcoal.
Shadowing their flight-path, her form multiplies, creating her own flock as a narrative
across the screen.” (Figure 5.5).%

Remediation and recycling: aesthetics and instrumentality

Art projects aiming to remediate degraded environments or recycle industrial and
commercial waste necessarily combine aesthetic and instrumental values and layer
(often incommensurate) registers of cultural meaning. As we have argued more
broadly of ecofeminist art, the dynamic relation between cultural knowledges, dis-
ciplines and materials is what carries the work; that is the work. We now pause to
consider a final competing element: the artworld’s difficulty in formally evaluating the
instrumental values of ecological art. As US art historian Victor Maroalin aronec
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FIGURE 5.5 Barbara Campbell, Well There You Are, 2015, still from single channel video

We will need a new aesthetic to embrace the three categories of object, par-
ticipation, and action without privileging the conventional formal character-
istics of objects. In this aesthetic, the distinctions between art, design, and

architecture will blur as critics discover new relations between the value of
form and the value of use.®

Margolin’s call for a green aesthetic is necessarily contingent, as no singular cultural
framework could prescribe or embrace the diversity of ecological art actions. We
nonetheless observe that many so-called ‘use values’ have already entered our
practice as artists, critics and historians. We now feel comfortable in altering our
Western art vocabulary to indicate bush tucker, groundwater, tidal patterns and
rainfall as common artistic motifs. Art processes may include (though not exhaust)
practices of fire-stick farming, direct seeding, hand-planting, feral pest control and
water sampling.®* Adelaide artist Gavin Malone articulated this common view in
describing an expanded skill set for Western landscape art back in the 1980s:

It is easy to consider a sculptural form to be a river valley, paint strokes to be
the planting of trees, shrubs and grasses, the grubbing of fennel and poisoning
of blackberry to be the editing of superfluous content. ... To manipulate an
urban, rural, or remote landscape, to change its aesthetic from degraded to
sustainable, to mediate and act on the way people understand and live in the
bio-physical world, can be and is art.®

Malone’s expanded repertoire of sculptural or painterly techniques indicate how
ecology generates new aesthetic values of sustainability, biodiversity, environmental
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