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Abstract

Since the 1970s, the work of Los Angeles-based artist Paul McCarthy (b.
1945) has included live performance, video, sculpture, kinetic tableaux, and
installation. Tracing the development of McCarthy’s work between 1974
and 2013, | undertake a critical discussion of the development of
performance in relation to visual art practices. Using one artist’s work as a
guide through a number of key discussions in the history of performance art,
| argue that performance has influenced every aspect of McCarthy’s artistic
practice, and continues to inform critical readings of his work.

My thesis follows the trajectory of McCarthy’s performance practice
as it has developed through different contexts. | begin with the early
documentation and dissemination of performance in the Los Angeles-based
magazine High Performance (1978-83), which established a context for the
reception of performance art, and for McCarthy’s early work. I then
examine specific examples of McCarthy’s practice in relation to his critical
reception: live performances and videos from the 1970s are discussed
alongside critical readings of his work influenced by psychoanalysis; and
the wider public recognition of McCarthy’s object-based art in the 1980s
and early 1990s. | then look more broadly at the recent trend of re-enacting
historical performances in the Getty’s Pacific Standard Time project (2011-
12), as a mode of engaging with performance history and exploring how
histories of ephemeral art are re-iterated over time. Finally, | discuss a
number of McCarthy’s recent exhibitions and installations that mobilises a
wider consideration of the histories of performance and ephemeral practices
in art institutions.

McCarthy’s work is firmly established in the art world, and | argue
that his work also provides a significant touchstone for histories of
performance. | look historically at how McCarthy’s work has been
documented, disseminated, curated, and re-performed, and open wider
discussions about ways of engaging with performance history. In turn, |
complicate the relationship between performance and the art world; between
ephemeral art and object-based art practices; and between scholarly
engagements with performance history, and the public presentation of
performance in curatorial practices and institutional contexts.
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Note on the Text

The text of this thesis follows the conventions recommended by the Modern
Humanities Research Association (MHRA), with the exception of ‘ibid.’,
which is used throughout.

The bibliography lists works cited in alphabetical order. Additionally, 1 list
the ‘Archives consulted’ for primary material — for example, magazines and
journals not in public circulation, artists’ photographs, and unpublished texts
— and ‘Personal interviews and correspondence’, conducted with artists,
curators, and scholars connected to the artworks, exhibitions and
publications discussed in the thesis. | also separately list the digital
recordings of Paul McCarthy’s performances that 1 consulted for this
project, access to which was provided by Hauser & Wirth.,



Introduction

Since the 1970s, the work of Los Angeles-based artist Paul McCarthy has
encompassed live performance, video, sculpture, kinetic tableaux, and
installation. Tracing the development and historicisation of McCarthy’s
work between 1974 and 2013, and examining significant moments or
periods in his diverse career, | undertake a critical discussion about the
development of performance in relation to visual art practices. Using the
work of one artist as a guide through a number of key discussions in the
history of performance art — namely, the documentation of performance art,
close readings of the disturbing and affective elements of performance, the
use of performance objects as surrogates for the artist and the event, and the
re-presentation of performances in museums — my research addresses issues
of canonicity and the movement of performance into art institutions. | argue
that McCarthy’s work in performance has influenced subsequent iterations
of his artistic practice — including object-based art and multimedia
installations — and continues to shape and inform critical engagements with
his art.

In this Introduction, | begin by giving a brief overview of
McCarthy’s teaching and professional activities, before providing a more
detailed account of his artistic work between the late 1960s and the present.
| then discuss previous writings on the artist, and the landscape of

scholarship to which my research contributes. | also include a section on
9



recent scholarship on McCarthy (2013-14), to indicate the topicality of my
research and the prominence of McCarthy’s work. | then outline the
methodologies that I employ to analyse McCarthy’s work — namely,
analyses of performance that straddle art history and performance studies,
psychoanalytic and affect theory, and museum studies and print culture — to
establish the approaches I take to McCarthy’s work in subsequent chapters.
| then indicate the research methods for the project, namely, archival
research, interviews and email correspondence, and critical viewing of live
events and documentation. Finally, | outline my rationale for the thesis
structure, and provide summaries of the following chapters.

McCarthy was born in 1945 in Salt Lake City in Utah, and studied at
the University of Utah between 1966 and 1968. In 1969 he moved to U.S.
West Coast where he gained a BFA in painting from the San Francisco Art
Institute, and an MFA in film, video, and art from the University of
Southern California (USC), Los Angeles in 1972. McCarthy taught film and
video at USC (1971-73), performance and contemporary art history at the
Otis Art Institute (1992) and was Professor of New Forms (performance,
video, installation, and performance art history) at University of California,
Los Angeles (UCLA) between 1984 and 2003. As well as teaching art and
performance at institutions around Southern California, McCarthy was also
involved in a number of local art activities in Los Angeles. In 1976,
McCarthy developed a single issue publication called Criss Cross Double
Cross and invited 38 artists living and working in Los Angeles — including
Barbara T. Smith, Nancy Buchanan, Suzanne Lacy, Allan Kaprow, Chris

Burden, and Bruce Nauman — to design a two-page spread of their work.
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Although short-lived, the magazine provided a forum for artists to share
their work with wider audiences, by documenting performances through text
and images.! In 1979 McCarthy co-founded — along with artists John
Duncan, Barbara T. Smith, and High Performance magazine editor Linda
Frye Burnham?® — the Highland Art Agents (HAA), an artist-community
group who sponsored contemporary artists, performances, festivals, video
screenings and artist publications. In 1981 McCarthy was the chairperson of
Performance Art at the Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art
(LAICA), a gallery space founded in 1973 as an exhibition venue for
contemporary artists in the Los Angeles area. McCarthy now lives and
works in Altadena, California.

McCarthy’s long and diverse artistic career has made a significant
contribution to histories of art and performance in Southern California, and
specifically in Los Angeles. His work is also recognised and celebrated
internationally, and the broad scope of his practice beyond performance to
sculpture, painting, drawing, and installations, has brought his work to the
attention of scholars of art history and performance studies, and to wider art
audiences. In my thesis | navigate his large body of work through
performance, but also demonstrate the influence of this work on broader art

practices.

! Gabriel Cifarelli, ‘Second Life: Criss Cross Double Cross’, East of Borneo, 29 June 2012,
<http://www.eastofborneo.org/articles/second-life-criss-cross-double-cross> [accessed 10
July 2014]; and Gwen Allen, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art (Cambridge
and London: MIT Press, 2011), p. 252.

% In some articles and publications her name is listed as ‘Linda Burnham’, and I have
referenced this accurately where appropriate. | however refer to Linda Frye Burnham
throughout the thesis, using her full name in the first mention, and then use the shortened
form, Burnham.
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Paul McCarthy’s Artistic Work to Date

One of the main themes of McCarthy’s work that I draw out in this
overview and develop throughout the thesis is the artist’s apparent
ambivalence to the art world, and his desire to create work that resists both
containment by art institutions, and reduction to discrete categories of art.
This interest is signalled early on by his use of condiments and bodily fluids
in performance, which suggest the physical and political messiness of the
body. In his later sculptural works, the polished aesthetic of monochrome
and clean lines seems anathema to his earlier visceral, body-based work.
However, as | argue, connections between these seemingly disparate art
practices can be persuasively read through the lens of performance.

In early performances such as Saw (1967) — in which McCarthy
destroyed a set of furniture with a saw onstage at the Little Theater at the
University of Utah — and Leap (1968) — in which he re-performed Yves
Klein’s Leap Into the Void (1960), by jumping from a classroom window —
McCarthy performed short, experimental actions that were often
undocumented. Pieces such as Too Steep Too Fast (1968) performed in
Marin County, California (and then in the Hollywood Hills in 1972) — in
which the artist ran down the hillside as fast as he could until he could no
longer control his speed — indicated an interest in movement, momentum,
and a loss of control over or containment of the body. In Saw, and other
early pieces — such as a series of black paintings he created in 1967 by using

his hands to apply the paint, the canvases of which were then burnt —
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McCarthy’s work might be contextualised in terms of auto-destructive art of
the 1960s.

In the early 1970s, McCarthy began making video performances —
solo pieces with no audience, made specifically for video — which
incorporated Fluxus-style actions such as Lens Sucking (1973), Spitting on
the Camera Lens (1974) and Whipping the Wall with Paint (1975), which
became known collectively as the Black and White Tapes (1970-75).% The
performances recorded in these videos, generally only a few minutes in
length, show McCarthy’s experimentation with the video camera and the
relationship between his naked body and the presumed ‘audience’, watching
through the screen. These pieces often involve McCarthy using bodily
substances — saliva, semen, faeces — but also paint as extensions of the body,
and in some cases, such as Face Painting — Floor, White Line (1972), and
Penis Painting (1974), he uses his body as a tool for ‘making’ the art. At
this point McCarthy also made a number of colour video performances,
such as Heinz Ketchup Sauce (1974) — in which he opens a bottle of ketchup
with his mouth and smears his whole body with its contents — and Glass
(1974), in which the artist holds a sheet of glass between the camera and
himself, smears the glass with his saliva and presses his face and various

body parts against it, distorting them in the process.

® The full Black and White Tapes series comprises: Spinning (1970); Ma Bell (1971); Black
Elbows (1971); Face Painting — Floor, White Line (1972); Pissing, Microphone (1972); Ass
End | (1972); Ass End 11 (1972); Spit Dicking | (1973); Spit Dicking 11 (1973); Whipping a
Wall with Paint (1974); Whipping a Wall and a Window with Paint (1974); Split- (1974);
Up Down Penis Show (1974); Zippedy Doo Dance (1974); Spitting on the Camera Lens
(1974); Penis Dip Painting (1974); Shit Face Painting (1974); Icicle Slobber (1975); Pipe
Shadow (1975); Upside Down Spitting — “Bat” (1975); Drawing — Semen Drawing (1975);
Upside Down Pipe (1975).

13



In the mid-1970s, McCarthy also began to perform live for small
audiences at art spaces or private studios in Los Angeles and Pasadena. He
also created a number of visceral video works — including Hot Dog (1974),
Tubbing (1975), Sailor’s Meat/Sailor’s Delight (1975), and Rocky (1976) —
that typically involved a familiar range of food items such as ketchup,
mayonnaise, mustard, hot dogs, and raw, ground hamburger meat. Often
performing in the nude, and slathering these materials over his body,
stuffing them into his mouth and ingesting them to the point of choking, or
fashioning them into extra limbs, these performances established the
vocabulary of materials and gestures that McCarthy would use throughout
his career. In 1974 he performed a series called Meat Cake (also recorded to
video), in which, seated before a mirror at a dressing table, McCarthy
created a ‘mask’ out of raw ground meat and margarine.® He packed this
mixture onto his face, secured it in place with adhesive tape, and stuffed a
lump of the mixture into his mouth. He then poured in milk, retched, and
then taped his mouth closed. In these pieces, McCarthy donned a variety of
wigs and women’s clothing which, by the end of the performance, were cut,
torn or covered in ketchup. Frequently, the performances ended with the
artist stuffing his underwear with a glutinous mass of minced meat,
margarine and mayonnaise, calmly removing his face mask and quietly
exiting the space, leaving the audience to ponder the carnage of the

preceding actions.

* There were five performances in the Meat Cake series, all made in 1974: Meat Cake #1,
Flowered Dress; Meat Cake #2, White Slip; Meat Cake #3, Blond Wig; Meat Cake #4,
Prelude; Meat Cake #5.
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In the 1970s and early 1980s McCarthy also used a range of masks,
props, toys, and costumes in his performances. For example: in Class Fool
(1976), wearing a long wig and a female mask, McCarthy smeared small
plastic dolls with ketchup and hand cream, and inserted one into his anus; in
Monkey Man (1980) he performed wearing a monkey animal mask on a
stage littered with Barbie dolls and children’s toys; and in King for a Day
(1983), McCarthy performed wearing a Popeye character mask turned
inside out, removed a large doll from a suitcase, smeared it with ketchup
and held it between his legs as his moved around the performance space. In
these works, McCarthy often interacted with his audience members and
moved amongst them, most of whom - in photographs and video
documentation of the pieces — seem obliging to the artist’s actions, although
look a little uncomfortable. In Class Fool for example, many audience
members left the space before the piece was finished.’

In 1983, after over a decade of making performances, McCarthy
retired from live works and moved to object-based practices. Also in 1983,
McCarthy packed the objects and props he had used in performances over
the past decade into trunks and suitcases, which remained locked until 1991,
when McCarthy opened them and photographed each object individually.
Between the early 1980s and 1990s, McCarthy developed a series of
moving sculptures and kinetic tableaux, such as Human Object (1982),
Bavarian Kick (1987), and Cultural Gothic (1992), featuring humanoid
figures performing as stand-ins for the artist. In his installation The Garden

(1992), McCarthy created two lifelike mechanical figures within an artificial

® Linda Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts: Interview with Paul McCarthy’, High
Performance, 1.2 (1978), 8-12, 44-45 (p. 8).
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forest environment. The piece was first exhibited in a group show at the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (MOCA), and gained the
attention of local press and the international art world. The significance of
The Garden in McCarthy’s artistic career — his largest and most elaborate
installation at the time — and its display in a prominent art institution opened
up McCarthy’s work to further curatorial and scholarly interest.

In the 1980s and 1990s McCarthy staged a number of collaborative
video performances with the artist Mike Kelley, including Family Tyranny
(1992), Heidi (1992), Fresh Acconci (1995) and Sod and Sodie Sock Comp
0.S.0. (1998). These collaborations included satirical or darkly humorous
representations of the patriarchal family structure, Los Angeles’ adult
entertainment industry, American military life, and children’s literature.®
McCarthy also made a number of solo video works, including Bossy Burger
(1992) and Painter (1995) (a semi-solo work since a number of other
performers, including Barbara T. Smith as the Painter’s art dealer’ appear
briefly in the video), which indicate the artist’s fully developed performance
style. In these works, McCarthy performs to camera within large wooden
sets, gradually creating a chaotic mess amid masses of paint, ketchup and
erratic behaviour. McCarthy often performs in the character of a specific
public figure, or an amalgamation of several — for example, in Painter, he
can be identified as Abstract Expressionist painter Willem De Kooning, and
in Bossy Burger, he wears a character mask of Mad magazine mascot Alfred

E. Neuman.

® See: Mike Kelley and Paul McCarthy: Collaborative Works (Toronto: The Power Plant
Contemporary Art Gallery, 2000).

" Robert R. Shane, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Painter (1995) as Self-Portrait and Self Loathing’, Art
Criticism, 24.2 (2009), 84-103 (p. 86).
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In later, large-scale video performances such as Piccadilly Circus
(2003), Bunker Basement (2003) and Caribbean Pirates (2000-05)
McCarthy hired a number of other performers to perform alongside or in his
place, whilst he takes on a directorial role.® In Caribbean Pirates, a
collaborative project with his son Damon McCarthy, a series of
performances are staged and filmed within large set structures, almost like a
film set. During the mid-2000s McCarthy also created a humber of large,
inflatable sculptures made from lightweight nylon fabric such as: Blockhead
(2003), a black figure, 35 metres high and based on the character of
Pinocchio; Daddies Big Head (2003), a pink sculpture, 16 metres high,
shaped and based on a Daddies Ketchup brand bottle; and Complex Pile
(2007), an inflatable sculpture, brown in colour, shaped to resemble a huge
pile of shit, but lacking the requisite visceral qualities to warrant sensorial
disgust.® Displayed in parks and open areas or beside large art institutions,
these sculptures suggest the wider theme of containment — notably, the
attempt to disrupt the environment of art spaces — in McCarthy’s work. In
more recent works such as The King (2011) and WS (2013), two large
installations displayed at prestigious gallery spaces in London and New
York, McCarthy combines a number of different elements of his previous
artistic practice — video performance, mechanised installations, and a

critique of the art world and mainstream culture — to create a complex,

® See: Paul McCarthy, Piccadilly Circus, Bunker Basement (Steidl: Hauser & Wirth, 2003);
and John C. Welchman, ‘First Mate’s Bloody Flux’, in Lala Land Parody Paradise, ed. by
Stephanie Rosenthal (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2005), pp. 192-202.

® Blockhead and Daddies Big Head were displayed outside Tate Modern, London, 19 May
— 26 October 2003. Complex Pile was first shown in the grounds of the Middelheim
Sculpture Museum in Antwerp (2007).
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multifarious practice that touches on a number of different points in art and
performance history.

McCarthy is still a practicing artist, and he continues to present his
work at exhibitions, including most recently: Paul McCarthy: Black and
White Tapes (1970-75) at SPACE gallery in London;'® Men in LA: Three
Generations of Drawing at The Box gallery in Los Angeles, where
McCarthy’s drawings were exhibited alongside those of fellow Los Angeles
artists Naotaka Hiro and Benjamin Weissman;** and in September 2014
McCarthy will have a solo show, entitled Paul McCarthy WS SC, at Hauser
& Wirth in London.*? McCarthy also contributed a series of hyperreal life
casts entitled That Girl (2013), with accompanying video documentation, to
the group exhibition The Human Factor: The Figure in Contemporary
Sculpture at the Hayward Gallery in London, which explored a variety of
ways in which artists since the 1980s have used and developed the human
form through their work.™

That Girl was positioned as the centrepiece of The Human Factor, as
it was displayed so as to be the final piece that visitors saw in the curated
structure of the exhibition. The transition in focus from McCarthy’s early,
private performance works to his status as a major figure in the art world is
important to my engagement with his work in this thesis, in which 1 trace
the development of his work as a continuation and adaptation of

performance. The rate of production of new works — aided by his production

19 paul McCarthy: Black and White Tapes, SPACE studios, London, 24 January — 16
March 2014.

Men in LA: Three Generations of Drawing, The Box, Los Angeles, 31 May — 5 July 2014.
12 paul McCarthy, Hauser & Wirth, London, 13 September — 1 November 2014.

3 The Human Factor: The Figure in Contemporary Sculpture, Hayward Gallery, London,
17 June — 7 September 2014.
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team at McCarthy Studios in Altadena, California — and the number of
exhibitions in which he participates has expanded the scope of McCarthy’s
artistic practice and the variety of venues in which his work is presented. In
this thesis | explore a number of different ways of engaging with
McCarthy’s work, both within the art gallery and beyond. These include
examining the artistic and curatorial contexts of McCarthy’s inclusion in
large group shows; viewing video documentation of his performances; and
observing how the documentation and dissemination of his early work in
magazines influenced the development of his successful career.

McCarthy’s artistic practice spans many different genres and
mediums, and categorising and describing the breadth of his work is a
challenge that many who have written on his art have encountered. In his
essay ‘Paul McCarthy’s 40 years of Hard Work — An Aftempt at a
Summary’, curator Magnus af Petersens highlights this challenge by
suggesting that ‘McCarthy moves in and out of his own oeuvre in a way that
makes it hard to discern the chronology.”** Instead, Petersens looks to the
shifts in practice, the repetition, recreation and recycling of McCarthy’s
work across different media which, he suggests, ‘has emerged as a theme in
itself.’™ In this thesis I look specifically at the development of performance
throughout McCarthy’s practice and how, during his career, it has not only
been transferred across different media but has informed and influenced
every aspect of his artistic practice. McCarthy’s artistic work as a whole

appears difficult to categorise in terms of media used; he might equally be

1 Magnus af Petersens, ‘Paul McCarthy’s 40 years of Hard Work — An Attempt at a
Summary’, in Paul McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head, Works 1966-2006, ed. by Magnus af
Petersens and Paul McCarthy (Stockholm: Steidl, 2006), pp. 9-23 (p. 10).
15 H

Ibid.
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called a performance artist, a sculptor, filmmaker, or installation artist. In
any case, a common theme is the variety and breadth of references in
McCarthy’s work, both to art movements and practices — according to
curator Lars Nittve, ‘McCarthy has been searching out the points where

516 and

isms, genres, tastes, influences and strategies intersect
contemporary culture, and the difficulty of containing the work to a single
genre. In broader histories of art and culture, McCarthy’s aesthetic
messiness and de-categorisation works against ‘the historiography of
modern art [in which] the principle of reduction is highly thought of
Instead of ‘purity’ he creates mess, an excess of visual and visceral material,
which alienates as much as it intrigues. This is significant in that it enables
me to challenge accepted histories or understandings of McCarthy’s
practice, and highlight the role of performance in visual art more broadly.
By focusing primarily on McCarthy’s performance works and
arguing for the influence of performance on other elements of his artistic
practice, this thesis does not seek to offer an encyclopaedic assessment or
survey of McCarthy’s career. This is partly the case because detailed
accounts of his work have already been produced, including: Ralph
Rugoff’s survey essay ‘Mr McCarthy’s Neighbourhood’, which traces the
artist’s work from the 1960s to the mid-1990s; and the retrospective
exhibition and extensive catalogue publication Head Shop/Shop Head,
which details McCarthy’s work up to the mid-2000s."® These, and other

major publications on the artist, are discussed in more depth below.

16 Lars Nittve, ‘Foreword’, in Head Shop/Shop Head, pp. 5-6 (p. 5).

7 petersens, ‘McCarthy’s 40 years of Hard Work’, p. 21.

18 Ralph Rugoff, ‘Survey: Mr McCarthy’s Neighbourhood’, in Paul McCarthy (London:
Phaidon, 1995), pp. 30-87; Paul McCarthy — Head Shop/Shop Head, a retrospective
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I focus on a number of key works in McCarthy’s repertoire —
notably, live performances, Hot Dog (1974) and Monkey Man (1980), video
works, Sailor’s Meat (1975) and Tubbing (1975), performance-related
sculptural pieces, Human Object (1982) and The Trunks (1983), and
installations, The Garden (1992), The King (2011), and WS (2013) — whilst
referring briefly to other pieces that illustrate the breadth of his practice and
the influence of performance on his work. Additionally, | complicate rote
references to the development of McCarthy’s practice — for example, that
his work only became important to the art world in 1992 after the exhibition
of The Garden®® — and common assumptions — for example, that the difficult
or disturbing elements of his work serve to shock or alienate audiences.” |
focus on the development of performance in McCarthy’s career and the
influence of performance on his broader practice, whilst navigating the

wealth of writing on his work.

Writings on the Artist’s Work

The narrative of McCarthy’s work that I trace comes not only from the body

of work produced by the artist, but is shaped by how scholars and curators

exhibition, was shown at Moderna Museet, Stockholm, in 2006, and the catalogue Paul
McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head, Works 1966-2006, was published in 2006.

9 Dan Cameron, ‘The Mirror Stage’ (extract), in The Artist’s Joke, ed. by Jennifer Higgie
(Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2009), pp. 124-28 (p. 124). ‘The Mirror Stage’ was
first published in Paul McCarthy, ed. by Dan Cameron and Lisa Phillips (New York: New
Museum of Contemporary Art and Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 57-63.

% For example, theatre and arts critic Lynn Barber admits that her initial response to
McCarthy’s work was: ‘Christ, this is filthy, I’ve never seen anything as filthy as this.’
Ralph Rugoff also describes McCarthy — though sympathetically — as ‘a master of the
taboo-smash, the frontal blow’. Lynn Barber, ‘Power and the Glory’, Guardian, 11 May
2003 <http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2003/may/11/features.magazine37>
[accessed 25 January 2011]; Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 32.

21



have categorised his work elsewhere. Scholars have responded to the variety
of genres and practices that McCarthy touches upon, resulting in a broad
range of literature on the artist.

In the 1970s and early 1980s, McCarthy’s performances were
documented and reviewed in Los Angeles-based publications such as Live®*
and LAICA journal,®* as well as national art publications such as Arts
Magazine,”® The Flue** (a publication of the Franklin Furnace Archive in
New York) and international magazines such as Italian journals La
Repubblica, and Flash Art, which covered performances he presented whilst
touring.”® In particular, High Performance magazine (discussed in Chapter
One), was crucial to the documentation and dissemination of McCarthy’s
early work in Los Angeles. The magazine’s main feature — the ‘Artists’
Chronicle’ — documented the performance work of local and national artists
with photographs and short texts. Among these, McCarthy’s live
performances, including A Penis Painting Appreciated (1980), Monkey Man
(1980), and Pig Man (1980), were documented. Additionally, a number of
special features, including extended interviews — such as ‘Performance

Interrupts: Interview with Paul McCarthy’ (1978),%° and ‘Paul McCarthy,

! Nancy Buchanan, ‘Paul McCarthy, Monkey Man, Los Angeles Performance Festival’,
Live, 1980.

%2 Barbara Smith, ‘Performance Paul McCarthy’, Journal, Southern California Art
Magazine, Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art (LAICA), Los Angeles, January-
February 1979, 45-47.

23 Barbara Cavaliere, ‘Paul McCarthy Doctor Performance at Anna Canepa’, Arts
Magazine, 3.2 (1978).

? Linda Burnham, ‘Live Sex Act: A Human Response to the Performances of Barbara
Smith and Paul McCarthy’, The Flue, 2.3 (Summer 1982), 12-14.

% Nicola Garrone, ‘Performances: Chris Burden e McCarthy’, La Repubblica, Rome,
March 1980; Helena Kontova, ‘American Performance Art Week’, Flash Art, Florence,
Summer 1980.

% Linda Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts’, High Performance, 1.2 (1978), 8-12, 44-45.
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The Evolution of a Performance Artist’ (1985)%, presentations of
preparatory drawings and previously unpublished texts, added to the weight
of McCarthy’s presence in High Performance. In ‘Performance Interrupts’,
McCarthy’s performances from the 1970s such as Class Fool (1976) and
Political Disturbance (1976) are discussed in relation to the audiences who
witnessed them, namely a classroom of students at University of California,
San Diego in the former, and unsuspecting hotel guests and American
National Theatre Conference delegates at the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles
in the latter. Whilst the purpose of the ‘Artists’ Chronicle” was to document
performances objectively for reception by High Performance readers, this
interview offers a more nuanced impression of the physiological experience
of witnessing McCarthy’s live works. Barabara T. Smith’s review of Hot
Dog (1974), in LAICA journal — published in 1979 — offers a similarly
insightful account of McCarthy’s visceral live works, as | explore in
Chapter Two.

By contrast, ‘The Evolution of a Performance Artist’ is a reflective
essay written by High Performance editor Linda Frye Burnham, whose
personal and professional familiarity with McCarthy and investment in
providing a platform for his work is evident. Burnham gives an overview of
McCarthy’s performances to date and begins to reflect on the potentially
lasting categorisations of his work. By 1985, McCarthy had stopped making
live performances, and as the progenitor of High Performance as a
magazine devoted to performance by visual artists, Burnham was keen to

impress the importance that ‘McCarthy’s work be seen in an art context’,

%" Linda Frye Burnham, ‘Paul McCarthy, The Evolution of a Performance Artist’, High
Performance, 8.1 (1985), 37-43.
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rather than co-opted into ‘a tribal, shamanic, punk or new age context’,
which was beginning to become evident elsewhere.”® Burnham’s particular
anxiety was that the development of performance art from visual art
practices — the focus of her magazine — would be lost amongst practitioners
from other disciplines, such as music and comedy, staking a claim in the
heritage of performance art. The trajectory of McCarthy’s representation in
High Performance — from the documentation of live works of the 1970s to
broader reflections on his body of work as a mid-career artist gaining wider
recognition — offers a valuable context for understanding the presentation
and reception of works at a time when there was little in the way of rigorous
scholarship on McCarthy’s practice.

In the early 1980s, art critic Thomas McEvilley and art historian
Kristine Stiles began to analyse McCarthy’s performances alongside wider
theoretical ideas on the primacy and influence of the unconscious, and the
authority of the performing body over spoken or written language. In his
article ‘Art in the Dark’, published in Artforum in 1983, McEvilley positions
McCarthy’s work alongside that of Carolee Schneemann, the Viennese
Actionists, Kim Jones, and Chris Burden, artists producing abject, visceral,
body-based works that are rooted, McEvilley argues, in the performative
gestures of Abstract Expressionism and Dionysian ritual.® Specifically,
McEvilley argues for a celebration of this messy art — messy on account of
the liberal use of bodily fluids and representational substances, animal

blood, carcasses and raw meat, but also in its tendency to trouble the

% Ibid., p. 41. The relation of McCarthy’s work to shamanism became something of a rote
reference after the publication of Thomas McEvilley’s essay ‘Art in the Dark’, discussed
below.

» Thomas McEvilley, ‘Art in the Dark’, Artforum (Summer 1983), 62-71 (p. 65).
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boundaries of what might be counted as art. McEvilley calls on critics not to
turn away from such art and ‘contract’ instead around the familiar,
‘commodifiable esthetic object’, but to address the value in an art which
necessarily ‘manipulat[es] semantic categories, by dissolving their
boundaries selectively and allowing the contents of one to flow into
another’.*® More broadly, McEvilley points to the fact that whilst, in the
1960s, art audiences unaccustomed to performance and body art may have
found the work to be ‘offensive and even insulting’, the gradual integration
of performance art into art world discourse in subsequent decades provides a
clear context for the work, and sets up critical framework for further
investigation.®!

In ‘Art in the Dark’, McCarthy is one of a number of artists whose
work exemplifies the abject, visceral art that McEvilley champions, though
the consistent destabilisation of genres and practices highlighted here can
also be seen, I argue, throughout McCarthy’s career. By contrast, in her
essay ‘Imploring Silence, Words and Performance Essence: A Polemic’,
published in High Performance in 1985, Stiles takes McCarthy’s live
performance O, O, Inside (1983) as the focus of her discussion.®* In
response to trends in performance art of the 1980s — notably, performed
monologues, often autobiographical, revelatory or confessional solo pieces
that she characterises as ‘superficial content in the guise of complicated
rhetoric and dramatic hyperbole or language that is used to camouflage

anxiety through jesting, teasing and ironical posturing” — Stiles argues for

* |bid., p. 62.

* Ibid., p. 66.

%2 Kristine Stiles, ‘Imploring Silence, Words and Performance Essence: A Polemic’, High
Performance, 8.1 (April 1985), 33-36.
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the primacy of the body, its movements, gestures, and non-verbal modes of
communication in performance.®® For Stiles, in O, O, Inside McCarthy
demonstrated the very concept of physicality that she was attempting to
articulate. In the piece, McCarthy performed, bodily, inside a large structure
shaped like a human figure — a doubling of the body — whilst mumbling
nonsensical and at times inaudible phrases, thus diminishing the importance
of linguistic clarity.

Published in High Performance in the pages preceding ‘The
Evolution of a Performance Artist’, Stiles’ essay has the effect of setting up
a tribute to the efficacy of McCarthy’s performance practice, which
Burnham then compounds. For Stiles, the characteristically non-linguistic
elements of McCarthy’s performances indicate the primacy of the body and
the visual. Often McCarthy’s performances are punctuated by non-linguistic
forms of communication; groaning, grunting and retching are common, with
identifiable words and phrases few and far between. However, | argue
throughout the thesis that this is more than just a recurring aesthetic choice
in McCarthy’s work, that the artist deploys a kind of base, non-specific
language to disrupt stable conclusions about his work.

Both Stiles and McEvilley’s articles are polemical in tone, and are
influential and important touchstones for studies on McCarthy’s work. Each
writer boldly states the importance of investing in artists whose work
disrupts and disturbs boundaries, defies easy categorisation, and presents
often dystopian or unsettling visions of the human condition. In turn, both

Stiles and McEvilley hail McCarthy’s work as revelatory and representative

* Ibid., p. 34.
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of such work that might easily be overlooked. For Stiles, McCarthy’s work
is significant because witnessing it enabled her to articulate (ironically, in
written text) her dissatisfaction with overly wordy performances, and the
physical embodiment of performance art that risks being lost. McEvilley’s
article is important because it contextualises McCarthy’s practice not only
among his peers but also his predecessors. It might be considered as a
partner essay to Stiles’ polemic — which perhaps risks championing
McCarthy’s work as an entirely isolated and unique practice — by working
against the idea that dark and messy performance art is anathema, and
situating it within a recognisable genealogy of influence.

In the 1990s, curatorial interest in McCarthy’s work resulted in an
increase of solo exhibitions — for example, Painter (1995) at the Museum of
Modern Art, New York, Paul McCarthy (1996) at Tomio Koyama Gallery
in Tokyo, and Santa Chocolate Shop (1997) at Hauser & Wirth in Zurich —
and scholarly writings on his work increased also. In 1996 the first major
publication on McCarthy’s work — entitled Paul McCarthy — provided a
detailed overview of the different elements of his art from live performance
to Kinetic sculpture, an in-depth interview with the artist, excerpts of the
artist’s writings and preparatory sketches, and extracts of interviews from
other sources and secondary readings. Ralph Rugoff’s survey ‘Mr
McCarthy’s Neighbourhood’, guides readers through McCarthy’s working
practices from the early 1970s to the mid 1990s, and relates his work more
broadly to artists including Yoko Ono, Stan Brakhage, Allan Kaprow, and
Ed Kienholz. Rugoff addresses significant historical moments in

McCarthy’s career, particularly those that centre on a shift in artistic
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practice — such as his retirement from live performance in the early 1980s —
but also looks broadly at themes that connect across McCarthy’s work, such
as the exploration and distortion of the human body. In his discussion of
Rear View (1991-92), a plaster sculpture of a headless and limbless body
atop a wooden table, what he calls the first in McCarthy’s series of
‘traumatised or mutant bodies’, Rugoff emphasises the humorous and
performative element of the piece.** A light shining from the figure’s anus
invites audience members to peer in, and on doing so they see a miniature
model of a Swiss village. As Rugoff highlights, ‘to peep into the work one
has to bend over in such a manner that one’s own rear end is pointedly
exhibited, transformed into a spectacle for others.”*® As Rugoff points out in
an endnote, though the ‘social background’ to this work is important — that
‘in the 1980s, a kind of war was launched in the U.S. against the asshole and
all it stood for’, notably ‘media hysteria over AIDS’ — he does not bring this
context into direct discussion with McCarthy’s work.*® As a survey,
Rugoff’s essay offers a detailed account of McCarthy’s artistic work, the
methods that he employs, and the themes that he touches upon, primarily
within the bounds of formal analysis, thus providing a starting point for
scholars elsewhere. However, Rugoff’s discussion of Rear View perhaps
also represents a missed opportunity to draw on the potential socio-political
implications of McCarthy’s work which, as I highlight, is one of the more
slippery elements of his art; McCarthy presents violent or disturbing objects,

images and gestures in his work but often forecloses the assumption that

3 Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 73.
* Ibid.
% Ibid., p. 87, endnote 20.
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there is any connection between the work produced and the subject who
makes it.

Rugoff does however usefully complicate simplistic critical readings
of McCarthy’s work — notably, that his representation of sex and violence
serves merely to ‘assault [...] our nice etiquette and systematic
euphemisms’ — and offers a more complex impression of McCarthy’s
oeuvre, and the multiplicity of art historical and popular culture
references.®’ | also aim to unpick received ideas about McCarthy’s work,
and open up a more in-depth engagement with his artistic practice through
the lens of performance. | do this in order to show the complexity of
McCarthy’s work, and the effectiveness of approaching this complexity
through performance.

In an interview with McCarthy published in the same volume,
Kristine Stiles unearths and analyses some of the underlying themes in
McCarthy’s work, namely: latent violence; repressed memories;
subject/object relations; and the centrality of the body in performance. This
extended interview has been an important reference point for my project for
several reasons. It is structured primarily around McCarthy’s performances,
and whilst object-based works are discussed — such as the metal sculpture
Dead H (1968) — these are considered in relation to their performativity, and
as an extension of McCarthy’s interests in the body. In the interview, Stiles
presses McCarthy on what | understand as some of the most important
questions in his work, notably, on whether his use of violence in

performance might be considered gratuitous, and why performance in

" Ibid., p. 32.
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particular is the best medium to engage with themes of violence and
alienation.*®

This interview is important because it functions as a site of struggle
between Stiles’ academic reading of McCarthy’s work, and McCarthy’s
resistance to neat categorisations of art and theory. Stiles’ interpretation of
McCarthy’s work is clearly influenced by psychoanalysis and particularly a
deployment of issues around trauma. As a text that attempts to connect
McCarthy’s work to wider theoretical frameworks, this interview influences
subsequent interpretations of McCarthy’s work that emphasise its relation to
psychoanalytic theory, including: Amelia Jones’ essay ‘Paul McCarthy’s
Inside Out Body and the Desublimation of Masculinity’; and Anna-Lena
Werner’s article ‘Architecture as Frame for Trauma: Video Installations by
Paul McCalrthy’.39

In discussion with me via email, Stiles indicated that the interview
had in fact been reordered for publication — against her request — to de-
emphasise the deeper analyses of McCarthy’s own traumas (he indicates
that in 1971-72 he experienced something akin to a nervous breakdown in

*40) pbut rather to discuss the theme

which he ‘mistrusted reality completely
of trauma more generally in his work.*" Stiles was keen to push past the

‘usual emphasis’ on ketchup as a representative of blood, and insist that

McCarthy grapple with deeper issues, notably, the significance of

% Kristine Stiles, ‘Interview: Kristine Stiles in Conversation with Paul McCarthy’, in Paul
McCarthy, ed. by Ralph Rugoff (London: Phaidon, 1996), pp. 8-29 (pp. 20-22).

¥ Amelia Jones, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body and the Desublimation of Masculinity’
in Paul McCarthy, ed. by Dan Cameron and Lisa Phillips (New York: New Museum of
Contemporary Art and Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 125-31; Anna-Lena Werner, ‘Architecture
as Frame for Trauma: Video Installations by Paul McCarthy’, Performance Research, 16.1
(2011), 153-63.

“0 paul McCarthy cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 20.
#! Kristine Stiles, unpublished email correspondence with the author, 23 August 2011.
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architecture in his work and its relationship to trauma.** These insistences
do appear in the text, and particularly at moments when Stiles asserts a
particular reading — for example, McCarthy’s choice of masks in
performance might be related to childhood memories, and Dead H might be
related to trauma and the Vietnam War*® — but McCarthy appears to sidestep
the issue.

I read McCarthy’s resistance to confirming or denying such readings
as a strategy that can also be seen more widely in his work. For example, in
interview with Stiles, McCarthy admits that he often cannot place where his
ideas for performances — particularly traumatic or violent ones — come from:
‘Are they specifically my traumas, or someone else’s that I have witnessed
either directly or through the media?’** This muddling of private and
personal, internal and external references is an important element of
McCarthy’s work; where the sliding semiotic function of condiments and
bodily fluids disrupt the scene of performance visually, the mixing of
personal and cultural memories destabilises perceptions of reality and
fantasy.

In the 2000s, McCarthy had two major retrospective exhibitions —
Paul McCarthy (2000) in the U.S. (in Los Angeles, which then travelled to
New York), and Paul McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head: Works 1966-2006
(2006) in Stockholm — which indicates the acclaim that McCarthy’s work

began to receive across the U.S. and Europe.*”® The exhibitions themselves

“2 Ibid.

*® Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, pp. 19, 26.

* MccCarthy, cited in ibid., p. 14.

% Paul McCarthy, MOCA, Los Angeles, 12 November 2000 — 21 January 2001; New
Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, 22 February — 13 May 2001. Paul McCarthy
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were influential in the further dissemination of McCarthy’s work — | outline
my approach to the role of exhibitions and art institutions in the section on
methodology below — and each was accompanied by a substantial catalogue.
Paul McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head: Works 1966-2006, for example,
contains a vast amount of visual documentation of McCarthy’s
performances, installations, and object-based works, which might be used as
a visual survey of his work. The breadth of the work represented adds
gravity to curator Magnus af Petersens’ ‘Attempt at a Summary’, and the
catalogue offers both a deluge of visual material — a testament to the
messiness and chaos (and breadth) of McCarthy’s practice — and a number
of different approaches to categorising and thematising McCarthy’s work.
Notably, catalogue essays by lwona Blazwick and by Thomas McEvilley
divide the work more specifically into two broad categories: objects, statues
and kinetic sculpture; and live performance and video.

In her essay ‘Masks, Statues and Automata’, Blazwick suggests that
Looking Out, Skull Card (1968) — McCarthy’s rudimentary mask-like
object, made from a piece of cardboard with two eye-holes cut out — is a
significant work not only in McCarthy’s practice but as one of ‘the most
disruptive, protean and decisive objects in the trajectories of modern
sculpture’.*® Looking Out, Skull Card ‘incorporates action and object,
performer and viewer’, and can also be seen as a generative work from

which ‘his anthology of masks, heads, mannequins and robots [...]

Head Shop/Shop Head: Works 1966-2006, Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 17 June — 3
September 2006.

*® Twona Blazwick, ‘Masks, Statues and Automata: Paul McCarthy as Figurative Sculptor’,
in Head, Paul McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head, Works 1966-2006, ed. by Magnus af
Petersens and Paul McCarthy (Stockholm: Steidl, 2006), pp. 25-32 (p. 25).
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proceed[s].”*’ Blazwick draws connections, through this piece, across
McCarthy’s artistic practice, from live performances to video and even to
the animatronic figures such as Bavarian Kick and the hyperrealistic
Mechanical Pig (2003), and suggests that they influence and inform each
other; by looking at one object or piece from McCarthy’s artistic career one
would be able to access a variety of other interconnected modes of working.
This approach has influenced the structure of my thesis, which suggests that
McCarthy’s wide-ranging practice might be read substantially through
performance, and that performance and other modes of art-making, such as
sculpture, are not so easily separated.

Drawing from Petersens’ essay — which stages the curator’s genre
trouble in the task of categorising and valuing McCarthy’s work — | argue
that McCarthy’s work may be difficult to categorise, but that this might be
the case partly because of the use of containers or signifiers of artistic
practice. Terms like ‘sculptor’, ‘painter’, ‘performance artist’, for instance,
point to the medium of practice but also act as convenient modes of
classification, which McCarthy’s work destabilises. | do not attempt to tidy
up McCarthy’s practice into a reading that considers everything under the
category of ‘performance’, but to complicate structures already in place to
provide a unique perspective on McCarthy’s work, and on the relationship
between ephemeral art and object-based practices.

In his catalogue essay ‘Paul McCarthy: Performance and Video
Works: The Layering’, McEvilley categorises McCarthy’s performance

work according to ‘[e]arly structural films and videos’ (roughly 1970-74),

7 1bid.
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‘the Ritual Films’ (1975-78), ‘works of the Sacred Clown — Social and Pop
satire’ (1991-96), and ‘works of the chaotic cinema style’ (1996-2005).%
McEvilley’s categorisation is useful for me because it provides a model for
how a discussion focused primarily on performance might be structured.
Grouping McCarthy’s performance works according to dates and periods of
activity as McEvilley does has the advantage of concentrating a breadth of
related work into distinct categories that can be concisely articulated. | do
the same in reference to periods of McCarthy’s work — such as, video works
of the 1970s, and humanoid sculptures of the 1980s and early 1990s — that |
expand upon in Chapters Two and Three.

A period not covered in McEvilley’s survey is between 1979 and
1990; the ‘Ritual Films’ finish in 1978, and the ‘works of the Sacred Clown’
begin in 1991. This may be the case partly because McEvilley argues that
McCarthy’s work in performance can be seen ‘as a gradual stage by stage
revelation of cinema in video’, and so he focuses primarily on McCarthy’s
videos.** The period in which McCarthy temporarily retired from
performance (1983-91), would therefore not serve McEvilley’s argument.
By contrast, I reclaim this period of McCarthy’s work as explicitly related to
the development of his performance practice. As | argue in Chapter Three,
by integrating performance objects into sculptures and creating surrogate
performers, performance continues to inform McCarthy’s work and enables
him to develop longer and more complex performance installations in the

1990s.

*® Thomas McEvilley, ‘Paul McCarthy: Performance and Video Works: The Layering’, in
Paul McCarthy Head Shop/Shop Head, Works 1966-2006, ed. by Magnus af Petersens and
Paul McCarthy (Stockholm: Steidl, 2006), pp. 35-50 (p. 36).

* Ibid., p. 45.
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Whilst the Head Shop/Shop Head catalogue is concerned with
categorising and valuing the diversity of McCarthy’s artistic career, the
essays in the Paul McCarthy catalogue introduce more complex theoretical
categorisations. In her Introduction, which provides a brief overview of
received ideas about McCarthy’s practice that later essays complicate
further, Lisa Phillips highlights the visceral and challenging nature of
McCarthy’s work, primarily in relation to his performances and videos: ‘It
is unrelenting and obsessive in its anxiety and often difficult, even painful,
to look at’, she writes, ‘[i]t is so [...] disturbing that if you didn’t know him,
you might be full of fear and apprehension.’*® I explore this concept in more
depth in Chapter Two, and outline in the section below on the
methodologies of my project how | begin to approach such characterisations
of McCarthy’s work. It is interesting to note, however, that overviews of
McCarthy’s work — Rugoff’s ‘Survey’ for example — often start with bold
statements about the iconoclastic nature of McCarthy’s work and its
potentially alienating qualities, and then detail how he has built up a
complex and culturally significant body of work. For example, Phillips also
emphasises McCarthy’s interest in consumer culture and popular
entertainment — ‘Hollywood, television, theme parks — and how these
sanitized images intersect with the dark underside of American life where
child abuse, insanity, rape, pornography, and violence lurk’>* — which by
this point are established reference points for writings on his work. These

become concrete markers around which to validate McCarthy’s work, and

*0 Lisa Phillips, ‘Introduction: Paul McCarthy’s Theater of the Body’, in Paul McCarthy,
ed. by Phillips and Dan Cameron (New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art and
Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 2-5 (p. 2).

*! Ibid., pp. 2-3.
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their re-articulation on the occasion of McCarthy’s retrospective, effectively
compounds his position as a critical figure in the art world. In Chapter Two
I complicate the connections between the challenging visual and visceral
elements of McCarthy’s performances, and the wider cultural issues that his
art appears to represent. My assertion is that McCarthy’s work cannot be
read so straightforwardly as a cultural critique of, for example, violence on
television or consumer culture — although it does do this in part — but that
his apparent ambivalence on these issues is in fact one of the more
perplexing elements of his practice.

In his contribution to the 2000 catalogue, Dan Cameron similarly
highlights the achievements and influence of McCarthy’s work, and
emphasises the moment in 1983 when McCarthy retired from performance
and began to make sculptural works as a radical change in practice.’?
Although my own narrative of McCarthy’s work similarly pinpoints this
moment as pivotal, | argue that it indicates a continuation, or adaptation, of
performance practice through objects. Cameron reaches a similar
conclusion, but suggests that it is objects, rather than performance, that
opened up the later stages of his career. ‘McCarthy has always been a
sculptor at heart’, Cameron suggests; producing objects was a ‘way of
capturing certain essential characteristic of his performances in a relatively
permanent state, while opening up possibilities for making objects as
effective a tool for expressing his ideas as events and images had been

before.”>

%2 Dan Cameron, ‘The Mirror Stage’, in Paul McCarthy (2000), pp. 57-63 (p. 60).
53 i
Ibid.
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Finally, in her essay ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body and the
Desublimation of Masculinity’, Amelia Jones brings together a number of
latent themes in McCarthy’s work — notably, his use of architectural and
embodied space in performance, and returning the ‘repressed male subject
to a shameless, Edenic state or primitive lust’ — and makes them explicit.>*
Notably, she draws on Stiles’ description of O, O, Inside — also known as
Inside Out Olive Oil (1983) — in ‘Imploring Silence’ to explore the artistic
connections between McCarthy’s work and Happenings, Fluxus
performances, and the Viennese Actionists, and readings of the subjective
and psychological interpretations of his work. Perhaps the most significant
proposal Jones makes in this essay is that the use and manipulation of the
penis in McCarthy’s work — for example, in his video work Sailor’s Meat
(1975) the artist straps a hotdog sausage to his penis and uses it to simulate
sex with a half-empty jar of mayonnaise — is consistently ‘enacted as a
removable object’.>® Taking from the Freudian concept of the penis as
‘specifically marked as a symbol of masculine authority (the phallus)’, and
of castration anxiety, Jones suggests that McCarthy’s body of work presents
‘what might be thought of as an extended castration narrative’ and ‘does not
avow castration but enacts it on multiple registers.”*®

In Chapter Three, I discuss McCarthy’s use of performance objects —
and their particular significance beyond the performance event — alongside
two psychoanalytic theories of objects: D. W. Winnicott’s object relations in

Playing and Reality; and Sigmund Freud’s concept of the fetish. For Freud,

> Jones, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body’, p. 128.
% Ibid., p. 129. Emphasis in original.
* Ibid.
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the fetish represents and ‘remains a token of triumph over the threat of
castration and a protection against it’, a concept that McCarthy subverts by
continually enacting gestures of castration.>” Jones’ essay sets up reference
points such as this to indicate how McCarthy’s work might extend and
complicate Freudian psychoanalytic theory. In Chapter Two — in which |
discuss themes of memory and trauma in McCarthy’s work — and Chapter
Three, | refer to useful connections between McCarthy’s work and
psychoanalytic theory, before extending my discussion to the material
conditions of the production and reception of McCarthy’s work. Jones’
essay is significant in foregrounding psychoanalytic theory as an effective
approach to the discussion of McCarthy’s work, although my aim is both to
acknowledge its significance and propose a companion context for his work;
namely, the documentation and dissemination of his work within art

institutions, magazines and print culture, and art history.

Recent Scholarship on McCarthy’s Work

The topicality of McCarthy’s work, and of my thesis, is evidenced by
several recent publications on the artist. The Oxford Art Journal has
published two articles on McCarthy’s work — by Milena Tomic on re-
enactment in McCarthy and Kelley’s collaborative works (2013), and by

Rachel Federman on the spaces and architectures in which McCarthy’s

> Sigmund Freud, ‘Fetishism’ (1927), in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXI (1927-1931) The Future of an
Illusion, Civilization and its Discontents and Other Works, 24 vols, trans. by James
Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1961), XXI, pp. 152-57 (p. 154).
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performance works are presented, including via video and film projections
in art galleries (2014).® Tomic’s article in particular is useful for
contextualising McCarthy’s work in relation to recent trends in re-
performance (as discussed in Chapter Four), and complicates the critical
elements of McCarthy’s work — namely, his commitment to failure as a
political objective. McCarthy’s work has since moved on from solo
performance and small collaborative works to large multi-media
installations, but Tomic’s article brings McCarthy’s performances back into
focus, and demonstrates his continuing relevance to debates in
contemporary art and performance.

Cary Levine’s book Pay For Your Pleasures: Mike Kelley, Paul
McCarthy, Raymond Pettibon, published in 2013, considers the work of
three Los Angeles artists, and contextualises their work more fully within
the social and political environment of the 1970s.> Levine looks at the
development of McCarthy, Kelley and Pettibon’s work in performance,
drawing, and sculpture, and the influence of a variety of subcultures —
notably, musical influences and each artists’ involvement in the Los
Angeles punk and music scene. First, taking each artist’s work in turn and
offering detailed analyses of their cultural and artistic significance, and
looking to connections across their work — for example, each artist’s attempt
or struggle to conceptualise masculinity — Levine discusses the

interconnections of each under three further headings: gender, sex, and the

*® Milena Tomic, ‘Fidelity to Failure: Re-enactment and Identification in the Work of Mike
Kelley and Paul McCarthy’, Oxford Art Journal, 36.3 (2013), 437-56; Rachel Federman,
““An Idealistic Utopian Thought”: Paul McCarthy and the Spaces of Transmission’, Oxford
Art Journal, 37.1 (2014), 1-26.
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disillusion of adolescence. Significantly for McCarthy’s performances,
Levine makes explicit connections between his gender-bending visceral
works and the influence of feminist artists in Los Angeles in the 1970s. As
Levine recounts, McCarthy was invited by Judy Chicago to attend some
performances by students at the Feminist Art Program (FAP), formed by
Chicago in 1970 at Fresno State College and relocated to the California
Institute of the Arts (Cal Arts) in 1971.%° Levine argues that McCarthy’s
practice can be ‘firmly linked’ to that of FAP artists who ‘examined female
identity and patriarchal oppression through a mix of explicit bodily imagery,
role playing, exaggeration, satiric humor, and flagrant defiance of social
norms’.®® To demonstrate this connection, Levine cites McCarthy’s
‘subsequent interest in costume and role playing, his play with identity and
gender, his use of exaggeration and parody, and — perhaps most important —
his broad focus on power structures and social conditioning.”®?

Levine’s publication brings a much-needed consideration of the
social and political implications of McCarthy’s work particularly, as Amelia
Jones points out that performances made by ‘the famous “straight White
men” from LA during the [1970s], notably [Allan] Kaprow, [Chris] Burden,
and McCarthy, was not then and is not now generally viewed as having
been politically motivated or, in fact, linked to any coalitional or identity-
related political concerns.’® I also briefly discuss McCarthy’s performance
work alongside the work of female artists, notably, Carolee Schneemann,

Barbara T. Smith (both in Chapter Two), Karen Finley (in Chapter Three)

% |bid., p. 25.
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and Suzanne Lacy (in Chapter Four), artists who share aesthetic or
processual connections — for example the ritual of Schneemann’s Meat Joy
(1968), and Finley’s visual and vocal assault We Keep Our Victims Ready
(1989) — and those who share a history of living and working in Los
Angeles, namely, Smith and Lacy. In my connection of McCarthy’s work to
that of female artists, | aim to highlight the breadth of references that

influence his work, and diversify the connections across art history.

Methodologies and Approaches

Throughout the thesis, I argue that McCarthy’s performance works — live
and video recordings — have influenced the visual, compositional and
political elements of his artistic practice, and more broadly, | focus on the
importance of performance in object-based works. The influence of
performance on object-based practices — and its positioning in art histories
as both a productive and disruptive form — is well documented. In particular,
Amelia Jones’ scholarship on body art, gender, performance, documentation
and visual art since the 1990s has been influential for the methodologies and
approaches I take to McCarthy’s work in a number of ways. In ‘““Presence
in Absentia”: Experiencing Performance as Documentation’, Jones
articulates the familiar frustration of art and performance historians, that

they were not present at the initial event and can only access the work
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through documentation.®® Rather than viewing this non-presence as an
obstacle preventing further discussion of the work, Jones delves further into
the parasitical relationship between performance and documentation.
Similarly, 1 look at documentation throughout this thesis in order to access
and analyse McCarthy’s performances. However, | also look at the public
dissemination of his practice — namely, in print culture and in galleries and
museums in Chapters One and Four respectively — to provide a more
complex picture of the circulation and reception of his work.

Similarly, in ‘Lost Bodies: Early 1970s Los Angeles Performance
Art in Art History’, Jones explicitly positions herself as bound by the
limitations of her own subjectivity.® In her essay, Jones seeks to uncover
lost or forgotten bodies of work — primarily performances made by artists
whose bodies are identified as marginalised by art history — but at the same
time uncovers and explicates her own blind spot, namely, her limited access
to and knowledge of Asian-American performance history. In my choice to
research McCarthy’s art, I am working within a particular history and
practice of performance that made itself known to me through studying art
history — I first encountered McCarthy’s work during my MA at the
University of Nottingham — which has now been transferred to a new
context and exposed to a new environment of study in the Department of
Drama at Queen Mary. Jones works with apparently set structures and

binaries — for example, the live event versus the document as a subject of

& Amelia Jones, “Presence in Absentia”: Experiencing Performance as Documentation’,
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study, and the discriminatory marginalisation of artists based on gender,
sexuality, or ethnicity — and complicates them from within. In a further
example with relevance to my thesis, in Body Art/Performing the Subject,
Jones revises the lineage of performance art to Abstract Expressionism and
action painting — which she re-names the ‘Pollockian Performative’, in her
‘Revision of the Modernist Subject’.?® McCarthy disrupts the genealogy of
action painting in several works, including his video piece Painter (1995) —
discussed in Chapter Three — and Whipping a Wall and a Window with
Paint (1974), discussed in Chapter Four. Like Jones, | operate within a
repertoire of known work — McCarthy’s diverse artistic practice — and seek
to complicate modes of thinking around his work, primarily to argue that the
critical efficacy of his wide-ranging work might be read persuasively
through performance.

More recently, Jones has turned to unpacking the disciplinary
connections and crossovers between art history and performance studies,
particularly in the context of re-enactments of historical performances, and
the revival and renewal of marginalised histories. In her essay ‘The Now
and the Has Been: Paradoxes of Live Art in History’, Jones considers the
crossing of art historical and performance studies perspectives in relation to
‘how visual and embodied cultural expressions come to mean’, that is,
through the performative.®” The performative, ‘loosely understood [...] as

the reiterative enactment across time of meaning (including that of the “self”

% Amelia Jones, ‘The “Pollockian Performative” and the Revision of the Modernist
Subject’, in Body Art/Performing the Subject (Minneapolis and London: University of
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or subject) through embodied gestures, language, and/or other modes of
signification’, Jones argues, ‘opens the supposedly static work of art
constructed by art history to the temporal, and to the vicissitudes of invested
and embodied engagement by visitors to, participants in, or viewers of the
work’.%® Whilst performance studies ‘tends to dematerialize, [and] to think
of culture as equally performative’, art history provides ‘rigorous ways of
thinking about how specific objects, images, performance works function
culturally, and about how to understand the connectedness of such
material/materials and the vicissitudes of social and political history.’69

However,

while art history, with its connected institutions and discourses (the
art exhibition, art gallery and market, curatorial practice, and art
criticism), insists on containing the artwork as a discrete and
knowable “object,” a consideration of the performative “de-
contains” the work, reminding us that its meaning and values are

contingent.”

Jones conceptualises the crossover between art history and performance
studies as performatively enabling the ‘de-containment’ of seemingly stable
art works, and valuing rigorous analysis of objects, images and events
within a wider context. She suggests that studying the processes by which

performance gets written into art history, and ephemeral events, images and

% Ibid.
% Ibid. Emphasis in original.
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objects reiterated across different periods and institutions, taking from both
art history and performance studies might be an effective approach.

Jones’ representation of disciplinary crossovers in the study of
performance art mirrors the development of performance studies scholar
Peggy Phelan’s definition of performance. In the seminal Unmarked: The
Politics of Performance (1993), Phelan declared the primary ontological
status of performance as its ‘disappearance’: ‘Performance’s only life is in
the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or
otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations:
once it does so, it becomes something other than performance.””* As noted
earlier, my analysis of McCarthy’s work is conducted primarily via critical
viewing of documentation. Whilst Phelan’s point perhaps undermines the
significance of documentation in performance, and the relevance of
performance to nuanced readings of McCarthy’s object-based works that |
propose, the prevalence of her ontology is impossible to ignore. Matthew
Reason has suggested that ironically ‘the centrality of this discourse of
transience’ — in other words, ‘the sheer number of times that performance is
described as transient, ephemeral, fleeting, temporary, momentary’ — has
preserved this ontology not only as the basis for scholarly studies of
performance, but ‘exists first in each of our own experiential knowledge,
whether as an audience member, researcher or practitioner.’72

Performance scholar Philip Auslander has also argued against

disappearance as the primary ontological status of performance, by
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suggesting that performance is always already an act of reproduction, since
live performance is inseparable from the mediating technologies that record
it.”® However, in 2012, in her essay ‘Violence and Rupture: Misfires of the
Ephemeral’, Phelan builds on definitions of the ephemeral in performance
and dematerialisation, by suggesting that in fact live art ‘is not so
thoroughly exceptional’ in its ephemerality: ‘Paint fades; sculpture contends
with gravity; drawing loses its shadow if left in light too long.”’* She
highlights the activities of art institutions, namely collecting and displaying
paintings and sculpture, which, each time they are brought out, are re-
assembled or re-performed in a new context. Specifically, she looks to the
sculptural works of Eva Hesse, whose ‘decision to work with perishable
materials stands on the threshold between two ways of thinking about the
performative force of object-based art’, and creates a kind of ‘slow
ephemerality’, in which the art work, if defined by its materiality, slowly
fades.”

Both Phelan and Jones are responding to a context in which
performance art has become progressively integrated into art galleries and
the art world, and re-performance and the recovery of marginal histories of
performance through re-enactment has become commonplace. For example,
Live Art in LA (to which both Phelan and Jones contributed) was
commissioned by the Getty Research Institute as part of the Pacific

Standard Time (PST) Performance and Public Art Festival in Los Angeles in

" Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (London and New
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2012 (discussed in Chapter Four), which was dedicated to re-evaluating the
history of performance art in Los Angeles through a series of exhibitions,
re-performances, and newly commissioned works. This large-scale festival
was invested not only in revising histories of performance art through re-
enactment, but more broadly, and as | argue, the tactics employed for re-
evaluating performance histories also applied to a wider re-appraisal of Los
Angeles art history, and specifically for the positioning of McCarthy’s work
in several different narratives of art. In this way, performance influences and
destabilises otherwise neat categories of art history, and — to paraphrase
Jones — ‘de-contains’ artworks, it makes them unstable, elusive, and
demands that they be returned to. Jones’ approach to seeking out the
disciplinary connections between art history and performance studies, and
the contribution this makes to both, acts as a key foundation of my analysis
of McCarthy’s work.

In an interview with Kristine Stiles, McCarthy was asked why
‘performance seemed to be the best medium’ to express his ideas, to which

he responded:

It is a physical process, making an object while in character, in
persona. It is related to everyday life, the passing of time. The
mediums of action/performance and object/sculpture get confused. |
am interested in images produced during the performance. My

photographs of performances are more about painting than
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performance; they are images in rectangles to be placed on the wall

or in a book. They are not the performance.’

In his typically non-linear manner of describing his work, McCarthy’s
explanation of his interest in performance touches upon: the physical labour
of performing; the performance of everyday life; temporality; the creation of
objects and images in performance; the interconnection of live actions and
sculptural objects; the documentation of live works and circulation of
photographs; and the mistaken assumption that live events and performance
photographs are interchangeable. In this extract, and more broadly across
his career, McCarthy’s work acts as a nexus of references, not only to
performance but also art history, pop culture, Hollywood film,
psychoanalysis, Walt Disney, and theatre, the influences and references of
which are clear to see (as | will discuss). My reasons for structuring this
thesis around performance however, is, as McCarthy indicates, related to the
connections that performance makes between ephemerality and materiality,
between high art and everyday life, between objects, images, and actions,
and significantly, how performance might be able to destabilise or unsettle
seemingly discrete categories of work. My aim is not to contain the work
but to use one category (or anti-category) to open up the ways of reading
McCarthy’s practice. He works fluidly between media, genre, and
disciplines, which, as | argue, all might be read through or connected to

performance. In this way McCarthy’s work offers a persuasive case study

"6 Stiles, “Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 20.
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for thinking about the relationship between performance and object-based
art, and between performance studies and art history.

As | indicated earlier, scholars such as Stiles and Jones have
conducted discussions of McCarthy’s work that are informed by
psychoanalytic theory. Similarly, in his categorisation of the development of
McCarthy’s performances, McEvilley assigns each stage to varying states of
subjectivity. Early performances, for example, represent ‘the autistic
situation of the single performer videotaping himself; then consciousness
dualizes or splits, there is a subject and an object — the single performer with
a camera-person.”’’ Eventually his work expands ‘into an increasingly
multifarious world’, although works staged are still ‘all centred around the
character played by McCarthy.”’® In Chapter Three — in which | discuss
McCarthy’s use of performance objects — | briefly discuss the possibility of
the performance object as fetish (via Freud), and offer a more sustained
engagement with D. W. Winnicott’s work on transitional objects and
phenomena. Like McEvilley’s development of performance from the solo
subject to subject-object, which then broadens out to wider cultural context,
I too read McCarthy’s work as a gradual expansion of subjectivity in
performance, and the manipulation and eventual decathexis of performance
objects (selling them in the art market as sculptures) enables McCarthy to
develop an expansive repertoire of work.

Psychoanalytic theory also informs parts of my thesis — for example,
subject-object relations in art — and is a useful tool for unpacking some of

the complex and sometimes confusing elements of McCarthy’s work. For

" Ibid., p. 45.
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example, in Chapter Two I deploy Julia Kristeva’s work on abjection to
analyse the visceral and affecting experience of witnessing McCarthy’s
performances live — articulated in an account by artist Barbara T. Smith —
and my own reflection on his video work Tubbing (1975). However, as
Petersens has suggested, McCarthy’s work is often ‘so overwhelming that
one easily confuses the man with the work.””® | aim to avoid readings of
McCarthy’s work as biographical reflections of his internal psyche —
although his work does seem to provoke this tendency, as | will discuss —
because it risks reducing the complexity of the work, and potentially
ignoring the material and cultural factors that are so central to McCarthy’s
practice. This approach is reflected in the structure of the thesis, in which
the two central chapters — Two and Three — employ aspects of
psychoanalytic theory to carry out a sustained and focused engagement with
McCarthy’s work, and are bracketed by Chapters One and Four, which
explore broader contexts for his art, namely, dissemination via print culture
and exhibitions in museums and galleries.

In her essay ‘Psycho-Phallus (Qu’est-ce que c’est?)’ Mignon Nixon
discusses a photographic portrait of Louise Bourgeois (by Robert
Mapplethorpe) (1982) holding her phallic-shaped sculpture Fillette under
her arm, with a wry smile on her face. Nixon works systematically through a
number of claims about the portrait, the pose, and the object as ‘an
intervention in Modernist history’, suggesting ‘that, even at its most

aesthetically radical, sculptural abstraction regulates itself to the patriarchal

" Petersens, ‘McCarthy’s 40 years of Hard Work’, p. 9.
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order through its consummate sublimation of bodily form.”® Using a
psychoanalytic framework, Nixon persuasively argues that Bourgeois’
Fillette: ‘works against abstraction’; ‘reworks the fetish’; ‘works as a part-
object’; and ‘does theoretical work’.%* Specifically, Nixon works against ‘art
criticism’s dominant paradigm for expressing the relation between art and
theory: namely, that the work of art demonstrates or applies a theoretical
principle’, and looks to elevate ‘art [that] intervenes in theoretical
discourse’, art that ‘theorizes’, but which is ‘too seldom recognised.’82
Whilst this critique might be applied to different theoretical frameworks for
art analysis, Nixon focuses particularly on psychoanalytic theory, the status
of which, she claims, ‘art history has tended to disregard [...] as a discourse,
and instead has too often been determined to find in it a set of interpretative
keys.’83

Throughout the thesis I indicate how McCarthy’s work has been
theorised by scholars using psychoanalytic theory, and discuss the
effectiveness of this approach. Primarily, I take from Nixon’s argument that
whilst the artist’s work may appear suitable or appropriate to illustrate
examples of psychoanalytic theory it may also be the case that the work
itself does the theorising, actively intervenes and destabilises certain
readings. Similarly, my reading of McCarthy’s work is precisely linked to
the promise of destabilisation that it offers, particularly of the boundaries

between performer and audience, between representations of male and
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female personas, between reality and simulation, and between subject and
object.

In Chapter Two, | depart somewhat from psychoanalytic theory and
look to recent scholarship on affect and emotion in art, to offer a different
perspective on McCarthy’s work. Moving between approaches influenced
by psychoanalysis and by affect theory offers a unique way to access
McCarthy’s work, since the former examines the subject (the artist/the art)
and the latter seeks to position the viewer/audience within the scene itself,
and reads emotions as an important political and intersubjective engagement
with the work. It also contextualises the challenging, upsetting, or disgusting
elements of McCarthy’s practice — particularly his visceral performances
from the 1970s — within wider theoretical frameworks.

In her essay ‘How Ron Makes Me Feel: The Political Potential of
Upsetting Art’, Jones investigates the force and variety of feelings felt when
watching live artist Ron Athey ‘perform or looking at a photograph of
Athey’s bleeding, penetrated body’.®* Jones suggests that audiences of
Athey’s work may feel anger, empathy, love, revulsion, or any combination
of these emotions, upsetting spectators emotionally, but that his ‘practice
also upsets structures of art — systems of judgment by which we discuss,
organize, curate, and otherwise make sense of the special domain of objects
or performances we deem aesthetic.’® In Chapter One | introduce the
challenging nature of McCarthy’s work by focusing on its censorship from

the catalogue of the Long Beach Museum of Art video exhibition in 1976.
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In Chapter Two | explore in depth McCarthy’s stomach-churning, visceral
performances of the 1970s, juxtaposing my own reading of the video
performance Tubbing, with Barbara T. Smith’s experience of the live
performance Hot Dog. Similarly, I discuss the effect not only of producing
upsetting emotions — fear, revulsion, sympathy — but also the destabilisation
of neat categories of art that McCarthy’s work effects. Whilst the visual and
visceral spectacle of McCarthy’s performances wanes as he moves towards
object-based art in the 1980s and 1990s, this destabilisation of art categories
continues in different ways, and can be seen in his large-scale installations
in recent years (discussed in the Conclusion).

Jones goes on to express how Athey’s work ‘addresses feelings, but
also the potential content and force of these feelings’, enabling her ‘to
explore how it opens up circuits of intersubjective identification and desire
that are fundamentally social and thus potentially political.’86 In my
discussion of McCarthy’s performances in Chapter Two, | suggest that his
work addresses feelings, primarily of alienation and arguably also (in the
case of Smith’s reading of Hot Dog) feelings of empathy and care, but that
the political potential of these feelings remains ambiguous. Throughout the
thesis, although particularly in Chapter Two, | note that McCarthy often
presents violent or traumatic images that appear on one hand to be a gesture
of critique (for example, of violence in film and on television, or the
ideological violence inherent in consumer culture; he refers to the notion of
violently “force-fed” images®’); on the other, he seems merely to perpetuate

and participate in the representation of violence without a constructive
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political or affective aim. This is a difficulty inherent in McCarthy’s
practice, which I identify throughout the thesis; my subjective reading of his
video performances in Chapter Two is, like Jones’ reading of Athey’s work,
an attempt to come closer to the affective and political potential of
McCarthy’s work, where ‘structures of art’ or ‘systems of judgement’ might
otherwise have failed, or are outdated.®®

A further context for my research is the study of performance
documentation, objects and live events in museums and art galleries, as the
public framing and dissemination of McCarthy’s work. In Chapters Three
and Four in particular, 1 look at major group exhibitions — such as Helter
Skelter: L. A. Art in the 1990s (1992), Out of Actions: Between Performance
and the Object, 1949-1979 (1998), and several exhibitions in the PST
programme (2011-12) — in which McCarthy’s work has been presented, and
the influence of this framing on the subsequent development of his career.
As performance scholar Meiling Cheng has suggested, art museums — and
by extension, art curators and museum directors — hold the ‘power to
regulate and transmit knowledge’, of what might be considered ‘historical
truth’ and ‘valuable art’.®® As a result, Cheng argues, ‘[t]he viewing public
temporarily assumes a suspension of disbelief in exchange for the
experience of being informed, provoked, or entertained’, which, she
suggests, in the exercise of ‘consensual illusion’, might in fact be
characterised as ‘theatrical’.*® In my analysis of exhibitions in which

McCarthy is included — notably, exhibitions of his object-based or
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installation work, and in other cases, photographic and video documentation
of his performances — | highlight the ideological work of his inclusion and
visibility, but also how re-iterations of his practice in these spaces contribute
to the narrative of performance that his work traces. Primarily, the
presentation of performance objects, detritus, documents, and progressively,
live events, expands the reception and positioning of McCarthy’s work
beyond the art world, and towards consideration within theatre and
performance contexts.

In Theatre & Museums, Susan Bennett points out that traditionally,
‘museums traffic mostly in material designated as representing the past,
while theatrical performance takes place resolutely in the present,
ephemeral, resistant to collection.”® Performance art, however, as Bennett
highlights, has been characterised by an historical, and arguably, ongoing
move ‘between drama and art, stage and museum’, with the effect ‘that
theatre and performance studies scholars and visual arts scholars have each
claimed the practice for their own discipline.’® I also take the position that
developments in and variants of performance art, notably, those that |
identify within McCarthy’s practice, might be claimed for both visual art
and performance histories. In Chapter One | focus on the specific
development and documentation of performance as live events by visual
artists — a characterisation enforced by High Performance editor, Linda Frye
Burnham. In Chapter Two however, | consider the theatrical elements of

McCarthy’s performances, alongside histories of theatre and experimental
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performance as outlined by Beth Hoffmann in ‘Radicalism and the Theatre
in Genealogies of Live Art’.*® Through Hoffmann, | suggest that the
theatrical elements of McCarthy’s work might be reclaimed, and that
performance studies offers an effective companion context to art history and
visual culture, in which to study McCarthy’s characteristically
interdisciplinary practice.

The importance of studying the context for the dissemination and
reception of McCarthy’s work is outlined further below, in my use of
archival research and print culture — specifically, High Performance
magazine and the essential role it played in the documentation of
McCarthy’s early practice. In Chapter One, | discuss High Performance not
only in terms of its content and particular framing of performance art —
notably, allowing the form to flourish away from unfavourable comparisons
to other art and performance genres — but account for magazine and journal
studies as an effective methodological approach to studying performance. In
her article ‘The Institutionalization of an American Avant-Garde:
Performance Art as Democratic Culture, 1970-2000,” Britta B. Wheeler
traces the institutionalisation of performance art through a number of
different stages between 1970 and 2000.>* She uses the timeline of High
Performance magazine — particularly the late 1970s to the mid-1980s — as
an historical record of performance trends, and in particular, its move away

from experimental practice towards institutionalisation in art galleries and
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theatres. Similarly, 1 reflect on the historical significance of High
Performance in documenting and disseminating performance art, but also
utilise it as a critical tool to open up wider debates about the cultural and
critical context of performance documentation. Notably, | contribute to
studies of the magazine’s structure, and question its objectivity — not to
diminish the magazine’s influence, but to highlight how influential print
culture has been on the history of performance art, and ultimately, for

McCarthy’s practice.

Research Methods

Alongside these methodologies and theoretical approaches, | employed a
number of research methods for my project. Primarily, | undertook archival
research at institutions in London and Los Angeles. | accessed back issues
of High Performance magazine, and other publications such as Artforum at
the Tate Library archive in London, and primary material at the High
Performance archive at the Getty Research Institute (GRI) in Los Angeles.
In both cases this provided primary material — performance photos,
performance texts, artist interviews, editorial papers and contributor files —
and secondary material, including critical articles, related publications,
readers’ responses and contextual documents. Accessing this volume of
material enabled me to develop a full chapter around the magazine, discuss
aspects of its production and development in detail, and explicate its
significance for the early documentation and dissemination of performance

art. As a primary resource, the magazine contains some of the only
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documentation of performances — including McCarthy’s — from its time of
publication.

| also accessed files on the exhibition Helter Skelter: L.A. Art in the
1990s (1992) — as discussed in Chapter Three — at the exhibitions archive at
the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) in Los Angeles. This included
files on the research and development of the exhibition, extensive press
coverage including critical reviews that questioned the particular
characterisations of Los Angeles art prominent in the exhibition, and
interviews with the curator and featured artists. Material gathered from this
archive is significant in contextualising the reception of the exhibition, and
in particular how it contributed to the canonisation of contemporary Los
Angeles artists in the 1990s.

In Los Angeles | also accessed material on past projects and
exhibitions at Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions (LACE), an art
gallery, performance space and archive, established in 1978. In my
discussion of exhibitions and events in the PST programme | primarily
analyse those that | have seen in person (see below on critical viewing).
However, archival work at LACE offered insight into its contribution to
performance histories of Los Angeles, and more specifically, the
representation of McCarthy’s sculptural piece Humanoid (1982), and an
exhibition recognising the legacy of High Performance entitled, High
Performance: The First Five Years, 1978-1982 (2003).

| also conducted a number of interviews and email correspondence
with editors, curators and scholars associated with or invested in

McCarthy’s work. Unfortunately, | was unable to interview McCarthy
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himself, as his working schedule during my time of research was such that
there was no opportunity to meet and discuss his work. | was however able
to meet and discuss with a number of associated individuals, the objectives
of my research and their unique approaches to representing and
understanding McCarthy’s work.

In January 2012, I met with John C. Welchman, Professor of
Modern Art History at UC San Diego, who has written extensively on
McCarthy and also Mike Kelley — with whom McCarthy often collaborated
— and contemporary art in Southern California. Welchman offered personal
insights into the practice of writing about McCarthy and Kelley, and made
pedagogical suggestions about the structure of my project. Notably he
emphasised that a focused study on McCarthy’s performance practices
would make for an interesting and important line of enquiry, and
encouraged me to develop further the position of my own project on
McCarthy’s work in relation to existing research.

In 2012 | also interviewed Paul Schimmel — then chief curator at
MOCA — and curator of Helter Skelter (1992), Out of Actions (1998), and
Under the Big Black Sun: California Art, 1974-1981 (2011). We discussed
each of these exhibitions, McCarthy’s place within the various histories of
each of them, Schimmel’s curatorial interests and practices, and the
practicalities and pitfalls of curating group exhibitions. An important
practical point that emerged was the possibility of interpreting curatorial
actions too literally, and to consider large group exhibitions in particular as
something more like a set of negotiations between a group of collaborators.

This has contributed, for example, to my consideration of Helter Skelter as a
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moment of recognition for McCarthy (among other Los Angeles artists) on
an internationally recognised (though importantly, Los Angeles-based)
stage.

I also initiated email contact with Linda Frye Burnham, editor of
High Performance magazine (1978-86), and Michael Duncan, curator of
L.A. RAW: Abject Expressionism in Los Angeles (2012), in which
McCarthy’s work featured. Burnham’s influence on the representation and
dissemination of McCarthy’s work in the 1970s in Los Angeles was
substantial, and | focus on this particular context in Chapter One. Burnham
provided an insight into the founding principles of High Performance
magazine — notably, the significance of performance documentation, and the
imperative to provide a space for its circulation — and the suitability of
McCarthy’s work for this particular mode of dissemination. As an extension
of Chapter One, in Chapter Four I focus on another context for McCarthy’s
work, namely, its circulation in exhibitions. Duncan provided perspective on
the genealogy of figurative art in Los Angeles, of which he considers
McCarthy a significant part. Again, the imperative for this narrative of
figurative art to be told, and McCarthy’s prominence within it, has shaped
my argument for the significance and influence of McCarthy’s work.

| also contacted Kristine Stiles, Professor of Art, Art History and
Visual Studies at Duke University, who has written extensively on
McCarthy’s work. Stiles provided a reflection on the particular focus of her
scholarship on McCarthy and other artists (such as John Duncan, discussed
in Chapter One), in relation to trauma and the unconscious. She admitted

that initially she found the use of psychoanalytic theory to discuss
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performance art problematic, as it threatened to swamp the performance
with over-intellectualised language. It has, however, since become a
mainstay in her writing, and her work on McCarthy has certainly influenced
the psychoanalytic leaning of writing on his work. My own relationship to
theory in the understanding and analysis of McCarthy’s work is influenced
by this; that it is an appropriate and persuasive tool for drawing out the
theoretical work that his art does, but that looking to wider material and
reception contexts for his work is essential. Navigating a number of
psychoanalytical concepts in my research — for example, object relations,
trauma, and dreams — has enabled a close reading of affective, psychically
and physiologically challenging elements of McCarthy’s work, although I
also emphasise the importance of considering the wider historical and
material contexts of performance art.

During the course of my research | have also undertaken a series of
critical viewings of exhibitions — notably, L.A. RAW and Under the Big
Black Sun — performances, talks, and video recordings of McCarthy’s work.
On a research trip to Los Angeles in 2012, | was able to see many of the live
events that | discuss in Chapter Four. These include: curatorial and scholarly
lectures by Glenn Phillips (co-curator of the PST Performance and Public
Art Festival), Michael Duncan, and Thomas Crow (director of the GRI,
2000-07); artists’ talks by Kim Jones and Barbara T. Smith; and
performances from Liz Glynn’s Spirit Resurrection programme and
Suzanne Lacy’s Three Weeks in January. Often, these events were
accompanied by publications, pamphlets and online information, and

observing the connection between the live events and their documentation
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helped to develop a sense of how histories of performance are constructed
and circulate in contemporary culture.

Similarly, viewing exhibitions and installations in London such as
Paul McCarthy’s The King, The Island, The Train, The House, The Ship
(Hauser & Wirth, 2011) enabled me to develop material for my Conclusion,
which reflects on McCarthy’s recent works and demonstrates how the
elements of performance | discuss have influenced his ongoing practice.
Hauser & Wirth — McCarthy’s representing gallery — also provided me
access to digital recordings of McCarthy’s performances, particularly those
from the 1970s, which are otherwise only accessible through photographs

and exhibition screenings.

Thesis Structure and Chapter Summaries

Following the Introduction — which focuses primarily on the scholarly
context of the thesis explicitly in relation to McCarthy’s work — Chapter
One consider contexts for the criticism, appreciation and dissemination of
McCarthy’s work, and performance art more generally. In Chapter One |
offer a context for the broader implications of reading an art magazine —
specifically, High Performance, although 1 explore other journal
publications alongside it — as a discursive object. My strategy for
approaching the material for Chapter One — consulting archival material and
back issues of High Performance held in specialist libraries — I also claim as

a methodology (as noted above). In Chapters Two and Three, | offer a close
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and extended analysis of McCarthy’s works between the mid 1970s and the
early 1990s, focusing particularly on broadening analyses of his
performance work, and its influence on his wider practice. These two
chapters are bracketed by Chapter Four, in which | expand out to consider a
different context in studies of McCarthy’s work, namely, the exhibition. In
Chapter Four | look at the PST art and performance programme (2011-12),
during which McCarthy’s work appeared in several different exhibitions.
This chapter offers a further, more recent context for the reception and
dissemination of McCarthy’s art. Chapters One and Four mirror each other
by taking two similar approaches to contextualising McCarthy’s work —
namely, Chapter One on printed matter and Chapter Four on exhibitions and
art institutions — whilst Chapters Two and Three offer a more focused
consideration of the detail and complexity of McCarthy’s art.

The chapters are arranged roughly chronologically, and trace the
development of McCarthy’s artistic practice from the mid-1970s to 2013,
focusing specifically on his use of performance and the various ways it has
been deployed in his work. Using McCarthy’s work as a guide, | also
address a number of key discussions in the history of performance, notably:
the documentation and dissemination of performance art; scholarly readings
of performance influenced by psychoanalysis and affect theory;
performance objects as stand-ins for the artist’s body; re-enacting historical
performances as a method of engaging with performance history; and the
integration of live performance and documentation into art institutions.

In Chapter One, | introduce High Performance magazine (1978-83),

as an early vehicle for the dissemination of McCarthy’s performances. High
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Performance was established as a unique publication which provided
coverage for performance art that was otherwise lacking in the mainstream
U.S. art press. Specifically, it nurtured performance by visual artists, since
its editor Linda Frye Burnham considered other types of performance
(theatre, dance, music, comedy), to be already satisfactorily represented
elsewhere. The significance of High Performance has been recognised in
recent years by curators and performance scholars, particularly in the revival
and renewal of histories of performance art in Los Angeles as part of the
PST festival (discussed in Chapter Four). In this chapter | establish the
artistic and critical context for McCarthy’s early performances in Los
Angles, and highlight the significance of High Performance in the
development of artistic and scholarly interest in his work. More broadly, |
indicate the role that art magazines and journals play in shaping the way that
performance art history is disseminated to contemporary audiences.

In Chapter Two, | focus in on two of McCarthy’s video
performances from the mid-1970s — Sailor’s Meat (1975) and Tubbing
(1975). These works are often paired curatorially and in surveys of
McCarthy’s work, and share a number of aesthetic and stylistic themes — not
least the signature use of ketchup, mayonnaise, cold cream, sausages and
ground meat — that McCarthy uses throughout his career. These are by no
means the only performances in which McCarthy uses these substances — |
point to a number of earlier performances in which they were used, and to
their appearance in later performance and sculptural works — but I argue that
Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing are important touchstone performances in his

career. Notably, scholarly writings on these performances from the mid-
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1990s onwards open out broader theorisations of McCarthy’s work,
particularly in relation to ritual, theatricality, trauma, and abjection. |
analyse various characterisations of McCarthy’s performances as ‘a theatre
of regression’,” and as ‘architecture of the body’,”® before presenting my
own subjective reading of the works.

In Chapter Three | focus on the moment — in 1983 — when McCarthy
retired from making live performances and turned to object-based works,
including Kinetic sculptures and installations which, in many ways, were
influenced or shaped by his performance practice. McCarthy often recycled
objects used in his performances as sculptural pieces that enabled him to
begin selling his works and contribute more substantial works to
international exhibitions such as Helter Skelter (1992), and Out of Actions
(1998). I argue that McCarthy’s object-based practices are an extension of
his performance work, and that in creating humanoid figures and Kinetic
tableaux McCarthy installs objects that perform in his absence. | situate
McCarthy’s practice within wider discussions of the interrelationship of
objects and subjects, performance remains, commodity production and
performance labour.

Chapter Four looks more broadly at the recent trend of re-enacting,
adapting or appropriating historical performances as a way of engaging with
performance history and contributing to histories of ephemeral art as they
are reiterated over time. Specifically, |1 look at the PST programme,
commissioned by the Getty and held in Los Angeles between 2011 and

2012, in which a wide range of re-performance strategies were used to

% Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 33.
% McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in conversation with McCarthy’, p. 23.
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revisit and re-write histories of Los Angeles art. McCarthy’s work appeared
in several different exhibitions in the programme, relating not just to
performance, but to histories of abject art, Abstract Expressionism, and
1970s artistic pluralism. His performance work was primarily displayed
through non-live media, photographs and videos which document the
events, whilst his contemporaries such as Suzanne Lacy staged large-scale
re-enactments of works from the 1970s. Lacy’s activist performance project
Three Weeks in May (1977) was re-performed in 2012 and, as | argue, the
political efficacy of the work was maintained throughout. Lacy’s work
provides a counterpoint to McCarthy’s, which in PST was framed as
significant to the history of Los Angeles art, but with little significance to
the contemporary socio-political context of the city.

In the Conclusion I briefly explore several of McCarthy’s exhibition
and installation pieces between 2008 and 2013: Paul McCarthy’s Low Life
Slow Life (2008-09); Pig Island (2003-11) and The King (2011); and WS
(2013). In these large-scale works, McCarthy brings together many of the
themes explored throughout his work — for example, the centrality of the
artist’s body in the work, the appropriation of fairy tales, consumer culture,
and psychoanalysis — and presents them in prestigious institutional settings.
As the culminating discussion of the thesis, | point to the role of
performance in McCarthy’s ongoing artistic practice and the complexity
with which he balances a cross-section of art historical, performance, and
cultural references.

Colour photographs of McCarthy’s works are primarily used to

illustrate Chapters Two and Three, although one image is also used to
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illustrate McCarthy’s piece The King in the conclusion. In Chapters Two
and Three I offer a sustained, close analysis of a number of McCarthy’s
works, often referring to the distinctive visual qualities of the pieces that
produce certain effects, for example, the feeling of nausea in a particular
moment in Tubbing (1974), and the influence of the performance space and
audience arrangement in Monkey Man (1980). The images in this instance
are not used in lieu of my own descriptions and analyses, but rather, to offer
visual evidence for my claims so that the reader might engage visually with
McCarthy’s work. By contrast, Chapters One and Four discuss more
broadly the contexts in which McCarthy’s work has been documented and
disseminated — namely, High Performance magazine and the PST
programme — and the role of illustrations and visual analysis becomes less
crucial to the arguments made.

Throughout the thesis, | highlight the critical moments in
McCarthy’s work in which the influence of performance becomes apparent,
and draw them out to consider the wider critical focus of his practice. In
particular, I highlight McCarthy’s apparent ambivalence or resistance to
commit to fixed readings of his work, and suggest that performance enables
him to disrupt or unsettle easy conclusions. As | will demonstrate, the
apparent simplicity or boorishness of McCarthy’s performances —
particularly their visceral, alienating qualities — is a key tactic in his work.
More broadly, I argue that reading artistic practices through performance, or
with an eye to the particular destabilising characteristics of the form, might
open up wider discussions about the connections between performance and

visual art.
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Chapter One

Documenting Performance in Los Angeles:

High Performance Magazine 1978-83

First published in 1978, High Performance was described by its founding
editor Linda Frye Burnham as ‘the first magazine ever to be devoted
exclusively to performance art, defined then as live performance created by
visual artists’.! Founded in Los Angeles and published quarterly until 1997,
High Performance documented the work of performance artists both locally
and internationally, providing a forum for a diverse range of performance
practices. According to Jenni Sorkin, who curated an exhibition on the
history and legacy of High Performance in 2003, the magazine ‘was central
to the development, expansion, and legitimization of performance art as a
medium distinct from theater, creating both an audience and a venue for the
dissemination of live experimental and conceptual, body-based work.”® One
of the major features of the magazine, the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ (published
between 1978 and 1983), consisted of black and white photographs and
descriptions of performances submitted by artists. High Performance sought
to publish the work of artists who were little known, or had little

opportunity to disseminate their work through other channels; subsequently,

! Linda Frye Burnham, ‘High Performance, Performance Art, and Me’, TDR: The Drama
Review, 30. 1 (Spring 1986), 15-51 (p. 15). Performance Magazine was first published in
the UK in June 1979 and was also initiated in part to disseminate documentation and
provide a forum for a growing interest in performance art.
% High Performance: The First Five Years, 1978-1982, Los Angeles Contemporary
Exhibitions (LACE), 2003.
% Jenni Sorkin, ‘Envisioning High Performance’, Art Journal 62. 2 (Summer 2003), 36-51
(p. 37).
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the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ ‘contains some of the only existing description[s]
and imagery of many early, key performances, many of which were not
videotaped’.* An historically important publication, for performance art in
the Southern California and elsewhere, High Performance provided a space
for artists to share their work with an international audience.

The representation of McCarthy’s work in High Performance, and
the role the magazine played in the dissemination and recognition of his
work is one of the main focuses of this chapter. McCarthy featured
frequently in the magazine between 1978 and 1985, in a range of different
contexts. His performances — including Monkey Man (1980) and A Penis
Painting Appreciated (1980)° — were documented in the ‘Artists’
Chronicle’, and works such as Political Disturbance (1976) and Class Fool
(1976), and collaborative projects such as Close Radio (1976-79) were
documented and discussed in interviews such as ‘Performance Interrupts’®
in 1978, and ‘Paul McCarthy, The Evolution of a Performance Artist’” in
1985. As discussed in the Introduction, Kristine Stiles’ in-depth analysis of
McCarthy’s work Inside Out Olive Oil (1983) in ‘Imploring Silence’ was an
important turning point in scholarship on McCarthy’s work, as Stiles began
to relate his work to wider theoretical frameworks.®

McCarthy’s collaborations and organising activities were also

documented in High Performance. For example, as a member of the

* Ibid., p. 38.

® High Performance, 3.3-4 (1980), pp. 78-79, 80-81.

® Linda Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts: Interview with Paul McCarthy’, High
Performance, 1.2 (1978) 8-12, 44-45.

" Linda Burnham, ‘Paul McCarthy, The Evolution of a Performance Artist’, High
Performance, 8.1 (1985), 37-43.

8 Kristine Stiles, ‘Imploring Silence, Words and Performance Essence: A Polemic’, High
Performance, 8.1 (1985), 33-36.
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Highland Art Agents, his efforts in collaboratively organising the Public
Spirit performance festival in Los Angeles were documented in a double
issue in 1980°%; and a performance programme he organised in 1983 entitled
‘Paul McCarthy Orders Expresso’, inviting ‘like-minded artists’ such as the
Kipper Kids, Frank Moore, Karen Finley, and Johanna Went, whose art
makes ‘an awful mess and walks an erratic line between horror and humor’,
was also featured in High Performance.’® McCarthy also devised articles
and visual pieces for High Performance, including a piece called ‘Point
Out’ in 1981, in which he asked four artists — Paul Cotton, VALIE
EXPORT, Adrian Piper, and Lil Picard — to submit texts and visual material
that he then arranged as a published item in High Performance.!’ His aim
was to ‘initiate more interest in the performance and actions of these artists’,
who, he felt, had received little opportunity for recognition in Southern
California; ‘where most of the readers of High Performance [were]
located.”*?

As such, McCarthy’s presence in High Performance was significant,
and as | argue, provided a generative forum and environment for the
development of his performance work, and his professional recognition
among other artists. Performances from the mid-1970s such as Sailor’s
Meat (1975), Political Disturbance (1976) and Class Fool (1976) are
discussed at length in High Performance, and McCarthy is characterised as
a veteran performance artist; even at this relatively early stage in his career

McCarthy had a considerable following in Los Angeles. Although the rule

° Public Spirit was documented in High Performance, 3. 3-4 (1980).

1% “High Performance ‘Hot Shorts’’, High Performance, 6.1 (1983), 5 (p. 5).
' Paul McCarthy, ‘Point Out’, High Performance, 4.1 (1981), 2-47.

2 1bid., p. 2.
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for submissions to the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ was that performances had to
have taken place within 12 months of the previous issue, extended
interviews and special features on McCarthy often included documentation
of earlier pieces, providing a history of the form that predates High
Performance.

Celebratory characterisations of McCarthy as a leader in his field of
performance by High Performance writers — for example, Stiles,*® Nancy
Buchanan,* Richard Hertz,*> and Burnham®® — indicated how important
individual artistic practice was in shaping the wider landscape of
performance art. The trajectory of McCarthy’s performance career also
coincided with the development of performance art, as articulated through
High Performance. Notably, the last issue of the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ in
1983 coincided with McCarthy’s retirement from live performance in the
same year. Whilst the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ had become saturated with
submissions and the effort to represent them all within the magazine became
untenable, for McCarthy, performance had begun to wear him out, and he
became disenchanted with contemporary modes of performance-making.*’
In this chapter, | analyse the early documentation of McCarthy’s
performances in High Performance, and discuss how the definition of
performance art developed through the magazine influences and shapes

McCarthy’s practice.

13 Stiles, “Imploring Silence’.

! Nancy Buchanan, ‘Paul McCarthy, Vented Trilogy Quiz or Monkey Man’, LIVE, 4 (Fall
1980), reprinted in High Performance, 3.3-4 (Fall/Winter 1980), p. 149.

> Richard Hertz, ‘L.A. Flesh Art’, High Performance, 3.3-4 (Fall/Winter 1980), 136-38.
16 Burnham, ‘The Evolution of a Performance Artist’.

7 Kristine Stiles, ‘Interview: Kristine Stiles in Conversation with Paul McCarthy’, in Paul
McCarthy, ed. by Ralph Rugoff (London: Phaidon, 1996), pp. 8-29 (p. 14).
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More broadly, High Performance helped to shape the way
performance art history is presented to contemporary audiences. Perhaps
problematically, it has also meant that complex and affecting performances
such as McCarthy’s — examples of which | explore in detail in Chapter Two
— are often defined by or reduced to a single, static image. Tracey Warr
suggests that ‘[w]ith the disappearance of the original source in performance
the performance photograph itself takes on the role of icon’.’® Particularly
within the circulation of High Performance, a publication that might also be
characterised as iconic in its trademark pared-down format, photographs
come to represent live performances that would have only been seen by a
small audience. Thus, as Warr suggests, the ‘photograph as icon is
compromised and contradictory because it is both indexical [...] and

° it is both a representative of performance (albeit a

documentary’;*
deceptive stand-in for the event), and a photograph in and of itself.
However, instead of clarifying the occurrence of live events, the sliding
semiotic function of the performance photograph ‘enhances its iconic
capacity — encouraging the development of legend by giving us enough but
nothing too definite’. % In McCarthy’s performances, images and materials
take on several different semiotic functions — which I expand on in Chapter
Two — and oscillate between different representations or perceptions of

reality; like the performance photograph, McCarthy’s performances offer

‘nothing too definite’. Documentation of his performances in venues such as

'8 Tracey Warr, ‘Image as Icon: Recognising the Enigma’, in Art, Lies and Videotape:
Exposing Performance, ed. by Adrian George, (Liverpool: Tate Liverpool, 2003), pp. 30-37
(p. 35).

9 Ibid., p. 36.

% bid.
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High Performance, points more towards the mythologizing nature of
photographs than to the accuracy of documenting his works. As | argue in
Chapters Two and Three, the ambiguous elements of McCarthy’s work are
the most challenging and critically effective.

After an overview of the initial aims and objects of High
Performance, and analysing its significance alongside its contemporary art
and performance publications, I return to the representation of McCarthy’s
work. Specifically, | demonstrate how McCarthy’s early work was
supported by the magazine, which provided a substantial platform for the

development of his practice.

High Performance: Initial Aims and Objectives

In her inaugural editorial in 1978 Burnham set out three major aims that
determined the tone and format of High Performance during her time as
editor.?! Firstly, High Performance aimed to present a broad spectrum of
work by visual artists working in performance, thus indicating the diversity
of performance-making practices within the magazine and beyond it. This
tone of inclusivity is perhaps contradictory to Burnham’s definition of
performance as utilised exclusively by visual artists, however this definition
would later be expanded as artists’ work increasingly drew on the
connections between genres such as theatre, comedy, music, and cabaret as

well as visual art. Secondly, High Performance aimed to provide a space for

2! Under Burnham 32 issues of High Performance were published; she resigned as editor in
1986.
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artists outside the New York City ‘art capital’ to present their work through
documentation and descriptions of their own choosing, rather than via art
critics.?? Above all this would give artists authority over the presentation
and dissemination of their work, and allow them to share their experiences
of creating and performing their own works. Thirdly, High Performance
aimed to reach a wide audience of readers by avoiding academic jargon and
overly-theoretical writing in editorials and articles, which Burnham
perceived to alienate public audiences.”® These aims arose not only from
Burnham’s personal interest in performance art, and recognition of its scarce
and often unfavourable coverage in the art press, but also as a reaction
against the perceived dominance of criticism over artistic voice in
contemporary art journals and magazines. Through High Performance,
Burnham hoped to give focus and credibility to an art form which had thus
far received little significant attention, allowing for the development of a
specific performance art discourse, rather than to permit the form, as she
saw it, being ‘lost to art history.’24

However, in an essay on performance art which first appeared in

High Performance in 1979, Burnham stated that:

There are no performance artists in Southern California. There are
some 30 individuals consistently using live action in artworks, but in
interviews with them, I’ve found that none of them wished to be

categorized as a “performance artist.” Almost unanimously, they

2 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 26.
23 s

Ibid.
# Ihid.
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wish to be seen as “artists,” that is creators of visual images arising

out of the context of art history.”®

The anxiety to be known as ‘artists’ rather than ‘performance artists’
perhaps stems from a wish to be associated with visual art, or at least to be
approached with the same considered critical response enjoyed by artists
working in painting and sculpture. However, as performance scholar
Meiling Cheng suggests, the main reason for artists eschewing the label of
‘performance artist” was likely to be its apparent association with theatre.?
For example, in his polemic ‘Art and Objecthood’, Michael Fried suggests
that ‘Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theater’, an example
of the formalist criticism of performative works or art influenced by
‘theatrical’ elements.”” Far from the notion that artists on the U.S. East
Coast enjoy the undivided attention and respect of critics despite their form,
Cheng sees the alignment with theatre as troubling to all who use
performance in their art; ‘especially those who practice in New York City
(because it is an active theater town) and in L.A. (because it is an active
movie town without a strong experimental theater tradition).”?® Too strong
an affiliation with either visual art or theatre would perhaps compromise

what Burnham sees as the uniqueness of the form. In her role as editor of a

% Linda Frye Burnham, ‘Performance Art in Southern California: An Overview’, in
Performance Anthology: Source Book of California Performance Art, ed. by Carl E.
Loeffler and Darlene Tong (San Francisco: Last Gasp Press and Contemporary Arts Press,
1989), pp. 390-438 (p. 390).
% Meiling Cheng, In Other Los Angeleses: Multicentric Performance Art (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002), p. 49.
" Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood’ in Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 148-72 (p. 164). Emphasis
in original.
% Cheng, In Other Los Angeleses, p. 48.
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magazine that explored the diversity of performance art, and elevated the
authority of the visual artists who use it, Burnham attempted to mediate
these tensions through High Performance. However, as | argue, Burnham’s
somewhat rigid initial characterisation of performance art created new
tensions when artists developed their work across other modes of
performance, including the re-assertion of the distance between visual art
and theatre.

The influence of High Performance on the development of
performance art has been well acknowledged. For example, Peggy Phelan
suggests that ‘High Performance’s historical and curatorial value is
enormous. [...] Much more than documenting the early days of
performance, it helped produce the history of live art as we know it today.’29
My contention is not to diminish the contribution of the magazine to the
history of performance art but to suggest that it has also helped shape the
disciplinary tensions about which history or mode of practice performance
art belongs to.

Determined that High Performance stand out from contemporary art
magazines by foregrounding the voices of artists and supporting the
development and diversity of performance art, Burnham’s aims would
eventually be compromised, and the integrity of the magazine as a
performance-only publication challenged. Later issues of the magazine
(1986 onwards) focus on community-based performance projects and

socially-engaged practice, rather than performance art as a distinct artistic

2 Peggy Phelan, ‘Violence and Rupture: Misfires of the Ephemeral’, in Live Art in LA:
Performance In Southern California, 1970-1983, ed. by Phelan (London and New York:
Routledge, 2012), pp. 1-38 (pp. 3, 7).
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category. Although | do not discuss issues of High Performance between
1986 and 1997 since the coverage of McCarthy’s work ceases after 1985,
the shift in focus of the magazine highlights a significant move away from
its initial aims. Initially, High Performance was set in direct opposition to
established art magazines, such as Art in America and Artforum, and in later
years this engagement with the art world disappeared altogether.>® However,
the early years of High Performance provided a unique context for the
dissemination of work by artists who later became well known in the art
world, including McCarthy.

In the first part of the chapter | provide a context for the publication
of High Performance by briefly exploring a number of artists’ magazines —
including Avalanche (1970-76) and Artforum (1962-) — that preceded and
directly influenced High Performance. This gives insight into the
sustainability of the magazine format and how the changing context of the
art world and of performance art might render it obsolete. | then discuss
each of the initial aims of High Performance using case studies from the
magazine and archival research, then broaden out to discuss the impact of
High Performance on McCarthy’s early career. Consulting back issues of
High Performance at the Tate Library in London, and primary documents in
the magazine archive at the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles,

provided a wealth of material on McCarthy’s early performance for my

% This can be seen also in the High Performance anthology The Citizen Artist: 20 Years of
Art in the Public Arena, ed. by Linda Frye Burnham and Steven Durland (New York:
Critical Press, 1998). Although it covers the entire span of the magazine’s publication, and
includes essays and interviews under various headings ‘The Art/Life Experiment’, ‘The
Artist as Activist’, ‘The Artist as Citizen’ the book contains little discussion of the Artist’s
Chronicle’ and the early years, focusing instead on art concerned with community
engagement.
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thesis. In this chapter I reflect equally on the diversity of McCarthy’s
practice and the significance of High Performance as an invaluable resource

for researching performance art history in Southern California.

Alternative Spaces of Representation: Artists’ Magazines in the 1970s

Writing on the New York-based magazine Avalanche, published between
1970 and 1976, curator Lisa LeFeuvre describes the significance of art
magazines of the 1970s as timely responses to contemporary art practice,
suggesting that they are both a document of the contemporary moment, and
hold an historical significance beyond their period of publication. She

writes:

Art magazines play a crucial part in the distribution of art: they are
where we find out about art, see art represented, find opinions, are
informed about what we can see and what we have missed and —
most importantly — where we can develop a sense of the
contemporary moment. In theory the magazine is not intended to
have a life beyond each issue — it will be superseded by the next.
Over time, though, magazines shift from the position of being a

reflection on the present to historical documents that nonetheless,
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due to their responsiveness, communicate a dynamic sense of a

moment long after the cover date.*

In an exhibition curated by LeFeuvre entitled Avalanche 1970-1976 at
London’s CHELSEA Space in 2005, the covers and inside pages of the 13
issues of Avalanche were displayed alongside artists’ ephemera alongside
other magazines from the period.*> Avalanche’s founders, Willoughby
Sharp and Liza Beéar, focused primarily on artist interviews and discussions
of current projects, and sought to represent and extend modes of artistic
production.

Although relatively short-lived, Avalanche had a significant impact on
artists, editors and critics of the time, particularly for Burnham who sought
to replicate the platform that Avalanche provided for artists in High
Performance. For artists such as Joseph Beuys, Vito Acconci, and Bruce
McLean, Avalanche provided their first major exposure in a U.S.
publication, and often preceded solo exhibitions that broadened public
knowledge of their work.®® In many ways High Performance also provided
grounding for artists such as McCarthy to expose their work to wider
audiences — including in the art world — and develop successful art careers
beyond performance.

The significance of Avalanche lay not only in the timing of its

publication but also because it ‘engaged critically with the relationship

% Lisa LeFeuvre, ‘Preface’, in The Early History of Avalanche (London: CHELSEA Space,
2005), n. p.

32 Anonymous, ‘Press Release’, Avalanche 1970-1976, CHELSEA Space,
<http://www.chelseaspace.org/archive/avalanche-pr.html> [accessed 6 August 2011].

% Willoughby Sharp and Liza Béar, ‘The Early Years of Avalanche’, in The Early History
of Avalanche (London: CHELSEA Space, 2005), pp. 5-6.
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between printed matter and artwork’.®* This approach was foregrounded by
the extensive visual cinematic-style coverage of artists” work and in-depth
interviews. Avalanche was unique in devoting the majority of the
publication to documentation of artists’ works; ‘[a]part from an exhaustive
8-page news section, and listings of artist publications, Avalanche included
only interviews with artists[,] texts the artists wrote or documents of their
work, no writing about them’.® Although Sharp and Béar’s focus on
documentary coverage of artists’ work was commendable, the financial
impossibility of sustaining such a publication with little revenue from
advertising became all too apparent; the front cover of the final issue of
Avalanche illustrated the scale of costs of publication far outweighing
income. Nevertheless, the magazine provided an important forum in which
artists” work could be represented in detail and with sharp focus, in a format
that complemented and even extended the works themselves.

Avalanche has also been credited for its focus on experimental art
forms, including body art and performance, which contemporary magazines
such as Artforum appeared at first to ignore.®® For its first issue in 1970,
Sharp wrote an article entitled ‘Body Works’, a survey of artists working
with the body as artistic material, which were discussed under five main

rubrics: ‘Body as Tool’, ‘The Body As Place’, ‘The Body as Backdrop’,

% press Release’, Avalanche 1970-1976.

% Sharp and Béar, ‘The Early Years’, p. 5.

% For example, Burnham recalls the initial stages of her interest and research into
performance art in the early 1970s: ‘Art historians didn’t seem to regard performance as
important, and this caused me to withdraw from the established art world. It was only in
Avalanche, the New York magazine by Willoughby Sharp and Liza B[¢é]ar, or in artist’s
books like Assemblages, Environments and Happenings by Allan Kaprow that I could find
anything written about it.” Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, pp. 23-24.
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‘The Body As Object’, and ‘The Body in Normal Circumstances.”®’

Subsequent issues included extended interviews with Vito Acconci, Bruce
Nauman, and Yvonne Rainer, and opened up further discussions about
performance as a significant and credible art form.

As Sharp and Béar elaborate, the visual layout of the magazine was
designed to complement the experimental work it documented; ‘[t]he work
was so new that the methods of presenting it had to be new as well.”® The
‘lavish photo spreads (sometimes 16 pages long)’ featured in Avalanche
used ‘multiple angles, serial images, close-ups and photographic sequences,
showing work in the making rather than a single still of the finished
product’.®® The reader’s engagement with these works in progress and “[t]he
fact that [they were] holding a 3-dimensional object and moving through its
pages in time was built into Avalanche’s design principles.”*

By highlighting its ‘design principles’, the editors suggest that the is
not merely to be looked at, but to be used and handled as an object.
However, to say that Avalanche provided an experience of handling a three-
dimensional object is perhaps no different from the tactile experience of
reading any other art magazine. The earlier publication Aspen (1965-71),
edited by Phyllis Johnson, was perhaps more suited to this description.
Commissioning artists to design and guest-edit issues of the magazine — for
example Andy Warhol and David Dalton (The Pop Art Issue, No. 3 [1966]),
and Brian O’Doherty (The Conceptual Issue, No. 5-6 [1967]) — Johnson

avoided the flat magazine format by creating a box containing different

%" Sharp and Béar, ‘The Early Years’, p. 4.
* Ibid., p. 7.

% bid.

“* 1bid.
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items including booklets, postcards, flipbooks, and vinyl records. Johnson
had created a ‘miniature traveling gallery’ containing ‘actual works of art!
Exactly as the artist created them. In exactly the media he created them
for.”** As Emily King has noted, the box format has often been compared to
a time capsule and offers an interaction with the context of the art it
represents unlike any other magazine; ‘[tJo open an issue of Aspen is to be
immersed in the period of its publi(:ation’.42

Whilst Aspen took inspiration from the forms of art it represented,
Avalanche, with a square page format, was influenced by Artforum. Ashley
Belanger has noted that by appropriating the visual characteristics from
Artforum, Sharp and Béar demonstrated an awareness of the machinations
of the art market that was ‘both a ruse and [...] an important step toward
pilfering some of the symbolic capital Artforum had already gained among
its readership.”*® In fact, Avalanche came to be seen as a threat to Artforum,
particularly by the latter’s senior editor Robert Pincus-Witten. He conceded
that Avalanche was ‘more interesting than Artforum,” and could perhaps
supersede Artforum, ‘[n]ot necessarily intellectually’ as it did not favour
formalist art criticism, ‘but visually’.** Avalanche ‘provid[ed] a timely

format for art’s movement away from galleries and museums and towards

the printed page and emerging discourses surrounding Performance and

! Advertisement for Aspen, published in the Evergreen Review, 76 (April 1970), cited in
Gwen Allen, Artists” Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art (Cambridge and London:
MIT Press, 2011), p. 43.

2 Emily King, ‘Aspen Magazine: 1965-1971°, 032c, 2003 <http://032¢.com/2003/aspen-
magazine-1965-1971/> [accessed 26 August 2011].

*® Ashley Belanger, ‘Avalanche and File: The Politics of Alternative Art Magazines in the
Field of Cultural Production 1968-1976’ (unpublished master’s dissertation, University of
British Columbia, 2009), p. 24.

“ Robert Pincus-Witten, ‘1971-1974: Isms’, in Challenging Art: Artforum 1962-1974, ed.
by Amy Newman (New York: Soho Press, 2000), pp. 325-97 (pp. 396-97).
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Land art,” and therefore engaged readers in a very different way to
Artforum.*

Not only did the aesthetic qualities of Avalanche rival that of
Artforum, but the extent and detail of artist interviews gave voice and
credence to their work, and the inclusion of performance gave it relative
exclusivity of coverage. In her book Challenging Art: Artforum 1962-1974
Amy Newman notes that performance art was not recognised in Artforum
until long after it had been acknowledged by more marginal press.® This
lack of coverage also divided the opinion of Artforum’s editors, and the
direction that the publication should pursue in light of contemporary forms
that were developing. In 1974 Annette Michelson and Rosalind Krauss
resigned as editors of Artforum and in 1976 founded October, a journal of
art theory and criticism with a focus on academic analysis and discussion.
One of the contributing factors to their departure was a disagreement
between Michelson and John Coplans (a founding editor of Artforum) over
the inclusion of performance art. Coplans rejected Michelson’s suggestion
of a special issue of Artforum, exploring performance and related practices,
such as film and video, which were at the time underrepresented in this and
other publications.*’ For Coplans performance merely ‘didn’t produce [the]
ads’ that were needed to keep the magazine financially afloat.*® Whilst
performance initially proved an obstacle for those in the business of buying

and selling art objects, as galleries began to sponsor and showcase

** Emily Pethick, ‘Avalanche’, Frieze, 94 (October 2005),
<http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/avalanche/> [accessed 12 August 2011].
*® Amy Newman, ‘Introduction’, in Challenging Art, pp. 1-16 (p. 7).

“" Annette Michelson, 1971-1974: Isms’, in Challenging Art, p. 396.

“ Ibid.
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performances, Michelson suggested that Artforum too could benefit from
acknowledging performance, maintaining its image as a forum for
discussing contemporary art practices.*

October might be seen as a direct response to the limitations of
Artforum, representative as it is not merely of disagreements over content,
but of a broader shift towards art criticism as a professional, academic
pursuit. As Newman has noted, during the 1960s ‘both American mass
culture and intellectual culture embraced contemporary art with an
enthusiasm and respect not seen before.”®® This meeting of worlds was
reflected in Artforum by the juxtaposition of advertisements, critical articles
and exhibition reviews, but not to the satisfaction of all. Whilst an editor for
Artforum, Michelson found, with some disappointment, that readers
(including artists featured in the magazine) tended to privilege brief
exhibition reviews over longer critical articles on which contributors ‘spent
enormous amounts of time and energy’.>* October adopted an image very
much opposed to that of Artforum. Consisting primarily of critical essays
and only sparsely populated with black and white images, the journal
provided ‘a framework for critical exchange, for intertextuality within the
larger context of theoretical discussion’.*? Its focus would extend not only to
the visual arts, but to cinema, film, music, and literature. Despite
Michelson’s suggestion that performance be included in Artforum, October

also lacked any sustained focus on performance art, focusing primarily on

*° Ibid. Michelson cites the Paula Cooper and Sonnabend galleries among those which were
starting to support artists working in performance in the early 1970s.

%0 Newman, ‘Introduction’, p. 1.

®! Michelson, ‘1971-1974 Isms’, p. 389.

%2 The Editors (Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, Rosalind Krauss, Annette Michelson), ‘ About
October’, October, 1 (Spring 1976), 3-5 (p. 4).
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video and film theory.>® For readers seeking new developments in painting,
sculpture and cinematic forms, October’s editors suggest looking to
‘overspecialized reviews’ such as The Drama Review, Artforum, and Film
Culture, none of which apparently ‘provide[d] forums for intensive critical
discourse.”® As a contrast, Avalanche, and later on, High Performance,
provided a focus for artists working in performance, emphasising the
‘unmediated’ documentation of their work. A crucial difference between
Avalanche and High Performance was, as Sorkin suggests, that High
Performance rejected ‘outright the inclusion of dance, theater, and music,
[and] delineated clear boundaries by determining what was not performance
art.”>®

By producing a format for documenting performance art that was
attendant to the specificity of the form, magazines such as High
Performance ran into another problem. By creating reproducible material
objects that reference and represent performance, the magazine participates
in an ‘economy of reproduction’, a process described by Peggy Phelan as a
betrayal to the ephemeral nature of performance, which ‘lessens the promise
of its own ontology’, and ultimately contributes to the commaodification of

performance.”® One of the broader themes of this thesis is the complex

relationship between performance as a live act, and the means by which

%3 In the first issue of October, Rosalind Krauss published an article on video art; ‘Video:
The Aesthetics of Narcissism’, October, 1 (Spring 1967), 50-64. Subsequent issues
included articles on dance, film, music and theatre, such as: Yvonne Rainer, ‘Film about a
Woman Who...’, a transcript of her film from 1972 (October, 2 [Summer 1976], 39-67);
and Craig Owens’ article on Robert Wilson and Philip Glass’ collaboration Einstein on the
Beach (1976) that appeared in 1977 (‘““Einstein on the Beach”: The Primacy of Metaphor’,
October, 4 [Autumn 1977], 21-32).

> The Editors, ‘About October’, p. 4.

% Sorkin, ‘Envisioning High Performance’, p. 40.

% peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London and New York:
Routledge, 1993), p. 146.

86



ephemeral gestures are made known to wider audiences and enter into
histories of art. Documentation becomes a necessary part of this process,
and the platform provided by High Performance is a significant historical
example of the necessary compromise between ephemerality and
documentation.

In his discussion of performance objects and documentation, Henry
Sayre cites Burnham’s editorial vision for High Performance in defence of
the documentation of performance art. Burnham states that whilst ‘[i]t is
almost a violation to request that [performances] be written down [or]
photographed[.] [...] [A]s a journalist, I deplore the loss. [...] I am drawn to
documentation as a form in itself.”>” Burnham’s justification for the primacy
of documentation was that it was produced and submitted for publication by
the artists themselves.®® If ‘the artists were the ones to describe what
happened’ she argues, then ‘that would be the closest to accuracy.’59 There
is a certain contradiction however that readers receive such performances
doubly-mediated — through texts and photographs, and via the magazine
publication — as well as through the editor’s selection and placement of
works in each issue. Sorkin, among others, characterises the magazine as an
important historical document of performance art in Southern California; |

propose that High Performance also goes further than historical

*" Linda Burnham, ‘Editor’s Note’, High Performance, 1.1 (February 1978), p. 1, cited in
Henry M. Sayre, ‘Introduction’, The Object of Performance: The American Avant-Garde
Since 1970 (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 17.

% Linda Frye Burnham, email to the author, 24 February 2011.

* Ibid.
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representation, to address the relationship between art criticism, the
visibility of artistic production and location of art capital.*

Belanger has suggested that for the study of ‘alternative’ periodicals,
whilst it is imperative to identify the rejection of ‘established conventions of
design and layout’, ‘equally important to consider are the differing
ideologies that motivated alternative producers to take action.”® It is clear
that High Performance sought to invert the form of previous art magazines,
but the ideology with which it began was gradually compromised, as
performance art developed and outgrew the benevolent sanctions imposed
by High Performance. The importance of artists’ magazines of the 1970s
lies not only in how they represent, as Gwen Allen suggests, ‘the role of the
accidental, the happenstance, the unintended in what often gets passed down
as inevitable’, but they can also open up discussions about ‘the contingency
of history itself, stressing its conditional, fragmented, and subjective
nature.’®® High Performance is a valuable resource for researching
performance in Southern California, but also highlights, in its very
composition, systems of collaboration and working relationships among a
community of artists. By insisting on a specific set of criteria for engaging
with performance art, High Performance sought to present a cohesive

narrative which also highlighted the diversity of the form.

60 Sorkin, ‘Envisioning High Performance’, p. 37. See also, Phelan, ‘Violence and
Rupture’, p. 3.

81 Belanger, ‘Avalanche and File’, p. 3.

52 Allen, Artists’ Magazines, p. 11.
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Why Not L.A.? High Performance and the New York ‘art capital’

High Performance was founded in Los Angeles and is recognised as one of
the major documents of performance art in Southern California. However,
rather than documenting work by artists exclusively in this region, Burnham
aimed more specifically ‘to publish work representative of areas outside the
New York City “art capital.””® The magazine did include the work of some
New York artists, as well as those from across the U.S. and around the
world, but by aiming to counter magazines that took New York as their
primary focus High Performance earned itself a reputation as an anti-New
York publication. Burnham describes such characterisations as an
‘uncomfortable bind’ in which it is impossible to satisfy those either side of
the divide.** ‘So-called regional artists’ she states, ‘are defensive and they
like to sneer at New York success’, whilst “‘New Yorkers when they sought
to compliment [...] the magazine, would say, “too bad it’s not in New
York.” They love to refer to HP [High Performance] as a magazine about
California art and to its viewpoint as “oddly skewed.”®

In Chapter Four I discuss in more detail the re-envisioning of Los
Angeles art history (1945 to 1980) in Pacific Standard Time (PST), an
extensive programme of exhibitions and events, one of the aims of which
was to counter narratives of post-war art focused on New York-based

movements such as Abstract Expressionism. High Performance provided a

generative model of ‘oddly skewed’ (or ‘West Coast-centric’) art history for

63 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 27.
64 1
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curators of PST and was used as source material for events including a
series of re-performances entitled Spirit Resurrection, and an exhibition
entitled Los Angeles Goes Live: Performance Art in Southern California,
1970-1983.%° At the outset however, Burnham found herself vying between
competing ideologies: creating a publication that gave space to artists
marginalised by their chosen practice and geographic location, whilst
retaining a democratic approach to representing a diverse range of artists.
High Performance has also been linked to the parallel development
of alternative art spaces in Los Angeles, as evidenced in Sorkin’s exhibition
High Performance: The First Five Years, 1978-1982 in 2003. Pages from
the magazine were displayed in the gallery alongside artists’ objects,
documents, photographs, videos and props, presenting the history and
legacy of the magazine to a wider public. The exhibition connected the early
years of the magazine and the history of LACE (also founded in 1978),
under the assertion that they both share the same fundamental principles: ‘to
provide a forum for new and innovative art that challenged artistic
conventions.”®” Whilst High Performance offered a space for documenting
performance art, filling a void in art journalism, LACE countered the
dominance of New York’s galleries and art scene. LACE was also an
important space for the presentation of McCarthy’s work. In the 1980s,
LACE exhibited several of McCarthy’s works, including the sculptural

piece Human Object (1982) (discussed in Chapter Three), and video works

® Spirit Resurrection (January 2012) was organised by artist Liz Glynn, and comprised
contemporary artists re-performing historical pieces from the Public Spirit performance
festival (1980) — discussed in this chapter — documented exclusively in High Performance;
and Los Angeles Goes Live, an exhibition, performance series and publication project was
presented at LACE, 27 September 2011 — 29 January 2012.

%7 High Performance: The First Five Years, 1978-1982, LACE,
<http://www.welcometolace.org/archives/view/102245/> [accessed 29 August 2011].
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in the group exhibition Tactical Positions (1988). Both High Performance
and LACE made a significant contribution to the development of
performance art in Los Angeles, and facilitated the wider dissemination of
artists’ work.

Whilst it provided an opportunity for artists outside New York to
disseminate their work, High Performance also raised questions about how
artists in Southern California had previously been represented. A number of
Los Angeles-based magazines preceding High Performance aimed to
provide this much-needed representation. Choke (1976) was created by
Barbara Burden and Jeffrey Gubbins to give West Coast artists space to
represent their work and aimed to counter mainstream art magazines
‘supported by a system of galleries and critics’.®® Rejecting advertising
altogether, the editors aimed for financial transparency, illustrating a
realistic breakdown of the costs of publication. Funding ran out, however,
before they could publish a second issue. The title of Choke referred to the
poor air quality of Los Angeles, but was also ‘a wry comment on the way
West Coast artists felt suffocated by the East Coast art world”.% The
methods put in place to address these issues however — for example,
rejecting advertising — proved too stringent to sustain the publication. Choke
was designed to counter the exclusivity of the New York art capital, and
acted not only as a reaction against magazines that supported this system,

but against the lack of support or cohesion within Los Angeles.

8 Barbara Burden and Jeffrey Gubbins, ‘Editorial Statement’, Choke, 1976, cited in Allen,
Artists’ Magazines, p. 249.
% Ibid.
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Other magazines published around the same time reference this
frustration with the Los Angeles art scene more explicitly. The founders of
The Dumb Ox (1976-80), James Hugunin and Theron Kelley, were
‘dissatisfied with the Los Angeles art/photography scene and wanted to put
forth an alternative critical voice that would also provide exposure for many
artists that [...] were being marginalized (especially conceptually oriented
artists) by the art establishment in L.A.”’® With contributors and guest
editors including Allan Kaprow, McCarthy, Carolee Schneemann, Otto
Muehl, and Burnham, the magazine included a wide range of interviews,
reviews and artworks sent in by artists. In an effort to provide ‘an alternative
critical voice’, editors of The Dumb Ox adopted a humorous and irreverent
tone, in contrast to the undisguised anti-establishment approach of Choke.

Burnham’s aspirations for High Performance shared and to some
extent continued the aims of these earlier magazines, but they also made
reference to longer-established publications that presume to speak as a
national or mainstream art press. Although Artforum was initially published
as a ‘renegade alternative to the mainstream art press’, by 1978 and the
publication of High Performance, it was an established art journal with a
central ‘role in the spectacular consumption of art.’’* The commercial
success of Artforum may also be tied to the geography of the publication.
Artforum was founded in San Francisco in 1962, described by Newman in
her survey of the magazine as a city ‘with a loose community of maverick
artists, an unfocused and provincial art establishment far from and

antagonistic to the dominating influence of New York’s Museum of Modern

70 James Hugunin, cited in Allen, Artists” Magazines, p. 256.
 Allen, Artists’ Magazines, p. 18.
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Art and the East Coast galleries.’’”> One of the founding editors, Philip
Leider, describes the magazine as existing first and foremost for artists; it
was a visual resource which artists could use to develop connections with
others through their own work.” However, Leider and his fellow editors
appeared at first to have misjudged the role that their publication could
fulfil, and were met with opposition from the artist community in San
Francisco, which Leider described as ‘exclusive of everybody, including

Artforum.”"

Leider’s impression of the role of Artforum was to encourage
an audience and facilitate sales of art, but this was antithetical to the
ideology of San Francisco artists —‘[a]n art magazine was corruption for
them’ — and this was one of the reasons that Artforum relocated.”

In 1965 Artforum moved to Los Angeles, where it received a
similarly unenthusiastic response. The attention Los Angeles artists received
from Artforum was unique in comparison with other national art magazines
at the time, but by taking an institutionally-centred approach to the
representation of art — for example, focusing primarily on artists represented
by Irving Blum’s Ferus Gallery (1957-66) — it fostered an atmosphere of
nepotism and exclusivity. Artist John Baldessari notes that he ‘felt shut out
as [...] many artists did because [the magazine had a] narrow point of view’,
and sought to elevate certain artists within ‘an historical context of New

York® art.”® After only two years in Los Angeles, Artforum moved again in

1967, this time to New York.

2 Newman, ‘Introduction’, p. 2.

" Philip Leider, ‘1962-1967: Isms’, in Challenging Art, pp. 87-158 (p. 100).
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"8 John Baldessari, ibid., p. 119.

93



Once in New York, ‘Artforum was not merely swept into the
centripetal force of the art world; in many ways, the publication became the
center of its orbit.”’’ Failure to represent contemporary art on the West
Coast adequately and in line with artists’ interests was perhaps a result of
both timing and approach. Although originally intended as an artists’
magazine, with a large proportion of its pages devoted to visual material,
Artforum was also initiated as a centre for critical discussion and exchange,
which foregrounded critics’ writing as much as artists’ work. As a result, the
development of Artforum — particularly over its first five years of
publication — provides a useful comparison for High Performance, which
also began by prioritising artists’ work and visual material, but was
compromised financially by lack of commercial success. As an alternative
art publication that remained closed to the influence of the New York art
world, High Performance may have survived longer in its initial form.
However, the precedent set by New York magazines such as Artforum
meant that if High Performance continued to reject calls for reviews and
critical articles, it would potentially limit the career development of the
artists it represented.

In an issue of High Performance from 1980, K. Anawalt’s article
‘“Why not L.A.?” posed the question of geographical disadvantage that High
Performance attempts to address. Anawalt suggested that the lack of support
for and recognition of Los Angeles artists ‘lies embarrassingly close to

home’, and was dependent upon the behaviour of both artists and

™ Allen, Artists’ Magazines, p. 20.
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collectors.” Criticism directed towards large galleries and public institutions
— for example the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), which,
as Anawalt suggests, was often unfavourably compared with New York
museums — was also extended to smaller artists’ spaces in Los Angeles.
Organisations such as LACE, the Roger Wong Gallery, Space Bank, and the
Highland Art Agents (HAA), were profiled alongside Anawalt’s article,
with details of their structure and objectives. The HAA in particular were
committed ‘to providing financial and technical support to art which is not
sponsored by other institutions, and to extending access to the arts to
populations not usually served.”’® Two projects which were initiated in
order to fulfil these aims were Close Radio (1976-79), and the Public Spirit
performance festival (1980), to which ‘artists were selected and invited to
participate without the requirement of a proposal and without censure.”®
Such organisations attempted to work within the gaps left by larger
institutions by mobilising artist-led projects.

From the mid-1990s onwards Los Angeles would be recognised as
an international art capital in itself, and its artists marketed as a profitable
investment for collectors around the world. Exhibitions such as Helter
Skelter: L.A. Art in the 1990s (Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles,
[MOCA], 1992), explored in detail in Chapter Three, Sunshine and Noir:
Art in LA 1960-1997 (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Copenhagen,
1997), and Los Angeles 1955-1985: The Birth of an Art Capital (Pompidou

Centre, Paris, 2006) indicated an international recognition of creative

" K. Anawalt, ‘Why Not L.A.?", High Performance, 3. 3-4, (Fall/Winter 1980), 132 (p.
132).
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activity in Los Angeles. PST (2011-12), discussed in depth in Chapter Four,
appeared to offer a broader and more detailed history of Los Angeles art
(between 1945 and 1980) than previous exhibitions, in part acknowledging
artists and groups previously marginalised in narratives of Los Angeles art
history, for example the work of female artists, Chicano/a artists and
African American artists. By contrast, of those whose work has been readily
accepted by art institutions in Los Angeles such as Chris Burden, John
Duncan, Kim Jones, Mike Kelley, and McCarthy, Burden, Kelley, and
McCarthy in particular, as Martha Rosler has noted, ‘have gone on to
become the anointed of West Coast performance art or just art, with no
preceding adjective.’® Rosler suggests that the canonisation of these Los
Angeles artists is due in part ‘to one energetic male LA museum director’,
which likely refers to Paul Schimmel, chief curator at MOCA between 1992
and 2012.% In three of Schimmel’s group exhibitions during his tenure —
Helter Skelter (1992), Out of Actions: Between Performance and the Object,
1949-1979 (1998), and Under the Big Black Sun: California Art 1974-1981
(2011-12) — Burden, Kelley and McCarthy featured prominently. The
development of McCarthy’s career and his success in the art world is
perhaps connected with the rise of Los Angeles as an art capital, with shows
like Helter Skelter, for example, opening up wider contexts for his work. |
continue this discussion of McCarthy’s growing recognition in the art world
in Chapter Three, and his centrality to histories of Los Angeles art in

particular in Chapter Four.

8 Martha Rosler, ‘The Second Time as Farce’, Idiom, 21 February 2011,
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As part of the High Performance editorial policy, Burnham insisted
that male and female artists be represented in equal numbers, particularly
since many women artists had been denied the opportunity of exposure
elsewhere. In her book The Amazing Decade (produced by the publishing
arm of High Performance, Astro Artz), Moira Roth suggests that
performance art may in fact be the perfect medium for the translation of
personal experience shared in consciousness-raising sessions. For example,
in performance a live audience meant ‘immediate feedback [and] support
for difficult and often painful exposures of experiences’; it ‘allowed for an
extensive narrative [...] to reveal previously unexplored and often taboo
subjects’; and ‘was also suited to the staging of characters and personae in
real time and space’.®® In The Amazing Decade, Roth profiles the work of
U.S. women artists in the 1970s, many of whom — including Suzanne Lacy,
Rachel Rosenthal, Barbara T. Smith and Lynn Hershman — were based in
Southern California, and their work was also documented in High
Performance.®* The magazine aimed to provide a space where these
practices could be represented in an equally celebratory way, and continue
to support the work of female artists.

Striving for equal representation of male and female artists
supported the democratic aims of High Performance, but it also revealed the
careful editorial selection of artists. Work represented in the °Artists’

Chronicle’ depended upon artists who were merely ‘organized enough to

# Moira Roth, The Amazing Decade: Women and Performance Art in America 1970-1980,
A Source Book (Los Angeles: Astro Artz, 1983), p. 18.

8 Lacy, Rosenthal and Smith’s work appeared frequently in early issues of High
Performance between 1978 and 1984, and Hershman’s work appeared in High
Performance in 1985.
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send [in] good black and white photographs and a clear description of what
occurred’®; however, selection for the front cover of the magazine — to
ensure equal representation of male and female artists — was tailored to
uphold the democratic aspirations of the magazine, alongside ideological
principles and aesthetic choices. Burnham was keen to ensure that High
Performance reflected the diversity of Los Angeles performance in the
1970s, including the work of significant feminist groups such as
Womanhouse and participants in the CalArts (California Institute of the
Arts) Feminist Art Program, so that it might represent a united image of this
seemingly decentred scene. Burnham cites in particular the various ‘camps’
of performance art she recognised, and as the ‘publisher of a sampling of all
the camps’ she found herself mediating between them: ‘between the
formalists and the politicos, between the feminists and the boys’ club,
between the kids and the grown-ups.®®

Despite the apparent tensions or divergences in performance art
practice, High Performance fostered an atmosphere of support and
exchange by encouraging the trading of artistic and technical services
already extant in the Los Angeles art community (for example, artists often
recruited friends or colleagues to help document their work). Burnham
describes High Performance as ‘a room where performance art came

8 a meeting place for artists to explore different modes of

together’,
performance, and to illustrate to international audiences Los Angeles’

embrace of the significance and diversity of this form. Taking inspiration

8 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, pp. 26-27.
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8 Burnham, cited in Sorkin, ‘Envisioning High Performance’, p. 38.

98



from an exchange process already in place, but one which had not yet been
documented or formalised, Burnham created a unique forum which drew its
strength from its very opposition to the New York art world.

Whilst artists may have had individual preferences for the
presentation of their work (the choice for some might have been to leave
their performances undocumented), in the name of equal representation,
Burnham chose a universal format for documentation in the ‘Artists’
Chronicle’. She took inspiration from Chris Burden, whose self-published
documentation of his performances from the early 1970s (including Shoot
[1971] and Trans-fixed [1974]) consisted of ‘one full page picture and a
straight description of what occurred’, as well as the date and location of the
performances.®® By praising Burden’s ‘straight documentation’ — plainly
describing and visualising the performances in an apparently objective way
—and adopting it for High Performance, Burnham highlighted what she saw
as the most democratic way of documenting performance art. Kathy O’Dell
has described Burden’s textual descriptions as ‘almost neutral in tone’,
characterised by a ‘calm emphasis on technical details [which] reads more
like a police report than an account of what for most people would be a
shocking and traumatic event’, for example being shot or nailed to a car.®°
Tracey Warr on the other hand suggests that in Burden’s documentation
‘there is a deliberate obfuscation through the cryptic nature of his texts and
the explanatory gap between the text and the image, which allows the

viewer to co-create an “excess of meaning.””® In both cases the discrepancy

88 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 24.

¥ Kathy O’Dell, Contract with the Skin: Masochism, Performance Art, and the 1970s
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), p. 1.

% Warr, ‘Image as Icon’, p. 36.
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between the live action, often violent performances with the risk of harm to
the body, and its documentation, which appears to reduce or distil the
work’s complexity, creates an opening for the audience to engage not only
with the conditions in which the performance is created but also the means
by which it is circulated and disseminated.

Burden’s style of documentation became synonymous with High
Performance, and explicitly linked to performance art in Southern
California. By 1978 Burden’s work had been disseminated through his self-
published artists’ books® and more widely in the art press.”” By adopting
his style of documentation High Performance also reclaimed Burden as a
West Coast artist. The alignment of Burden’s established mode of
documentation with the DIY ethic of High Performance indicated to the
wider art world that there was a community of performance artists in Los
Angeles and Southern California whose work warranted serious
consideration. Where previous publications had failed to provide the
appropriate forum for representing performance art in Los Angeles, High
Performance fulfilled this role with close attention to the specificity of the

form and its geographic locale.

°% Chris Burden, Deluxe Photo Book 1971-1973 (1974); and Chris Burden, Chris Burden
74-77 (Los Angeles: Chris Burden, 1978).

% For example interviews with the artist were published in Avalanche (1973), Arts
Magazine (1975), and Artforum (1976). Warr, ‘Image as Icon’, p. 36.
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Diversity and Censorship in High Performance

High Performance presented a large number of performance works side by
side that together formed a complex representative picture of performance
art to public audiences. A key example of its representation of the Los
Angeles performance art scene is the documentation of the Public Spirit
performance festival in 1980, discussed below. For individual artists also,
the magazine provided an opportunity to present work that had been
censored for publication elsewhere. Here | look at examples of work
documented in High Performance that tested the limits of its open
submission policy, or found support in High Performance after being
rejected elsewhere. Specifically, I return to the representation of McCarthy’s
work in High Performance — which received primarily positive support —
alongside that of his contemporary and collaborator John Duncan.
McCarthy and Duncan’s work share several of the same themes — an
emphasis on sexuality, masculinity and violence — and both artists worked
in performance in Los Angeles at the same time, but have subsequently
developed different artistic careers. Duncan remains a relatively little known
artist — he currently lives and works in Bologna, and creates experimental
sound installations — whilst McCarthy has risen to fame in the international
art world, and continues on his trajectory of producing large multi-media
installations and hyperrealistic life casts. A discussion of these artists’ works
of the 1970s and early 1980s, as they appeared in High Performance,
indicates the importance of the magazine in bringing performance art to

public visibility, and the impact it has had on their subsequent careers. For
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McCarthy in particular, the sympathetic representation of his work in High
Performance has been beneficial to subsequent scholarly engagements with
his work.

One of the most extensive issues of the magazine (in terms of
number of pages and artists’ work covered) was a double issue that
documented the work of 70 artists who contributed to Public Spirit, ‘the first
performance art festival of such scope ever to be held in Los Angeles’.93
The festival took place in two parts, in May and October 1980, and was
organised by the HAA, who initially invited artists to perform. Although no
one from outside Los Angeles was invited to perform, several visiting artists
who expressed an interest in participating, such as British artist Anne Bean,
were also included in the programme. The involvement of artists from
outside Los Angeles contributed to the diversity of the festival programme
but also reinforced the democratic scope of the magazine that documented
it. In her editorial to this double issue, Burnham states: ‘[a]s is our usual
‘policy,” we drew no boundaries and prescribed no guidelines for the
content or nature of the work.”* To compound the sense of community and
support between artists as opposed to a scene of rivalry and division, ‘[t]he
title [Public Spirit] also symbolized a joining of hands by all the
performance artists of Los Angeles to support and showcase each other, to
make our activities visible by linking them under a single banner.®
Documentation of performances took the same format as that of the ‘Artists’

Chronicle’ — black and white photographs and short descriptions — which

% Linda Burnham, ‘What About Public Spirit?’, High Performance, 3. 3-4 (Fall/Winter
1980), 1, 164-65 (p. 1).

* Ibid., p. 164.

% Ibid., p. 165.
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supported the sense of uniformity across the magazine. If performance art in
Los Angeles was to be considered a significant and credible form, then it
would seemingly do so by conforming to a universal ‘public spirit’.

Initially the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ was open to any artist ‘organized
enough’ to provide the requisite documentation of their work.” The open
submissions policy came under threat however when, in 1983, the ‘Artists’
Chronicle’ was discontinued due to an overwhelming number of
submissions, most of which could not be published; the final issue included
only 60 submissions selected out of 160.°” As the magazine became more
well-known, it ‘naturally became inundated with material from artists who,
for one reason or another, [were] not recognized in other national
magazines.’98 Burnham even suspected that ‘some people were creating
performances simply for the purpose of documenting them’ in High
Performance.*® The section was cancelled despite financial support from the
U.S. government, including a grant from the National Endowment for the
Arts (NEA) in 1983, and other contributors who felt strongly that the
‘Artists” Chronicle’ should continue.

In 1985 Burnham introduced a new section in the magazine called
‘Colloquium’, which offered readers a chance to discuss issues around
performance art. It adopted a similarly open policy of contributions, giving
readers and audiences of performance art a chance to express their opinions

in print. The ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ — as it now exists in back issues of the

% Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 26.

%" Linda Burnham, ‘Artist’s Chronicle, April 1, 1982-March 31, 1983,” High Performance,
6.2 (1983), p. 27.

% Ibid.

% Ibid.
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magazine held in libraries and archives — acts as a visual record of
performance art in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and in turn, the
‘Colloguium’ records the development of public opinion and reception of
performance. Specifically, the discontinuation of the ‘Chronicle’ and the
addition of the ‘Colloquium’ indicated a shift in the contextualisation of
performance art: from documenting work as soon as possible in an objective
and democratic way, to an emphasis on audience interpretation and critique.

This shift is discussed in more depth in the final section of this
chapter, but its relevance here is to illustrate that the inclusion and selection
of work in High Performance was more complicated than its submission
policy suggested. In her time as editor, Burnham suggests that the only time
that she was ‘guilty of censorship’ was during the Public Spirit festival,
when documentation of a piece performed by artist John Duncan — Blind
Date (1980) — was excluded from the magazine. Blind Date was comprised
of several conceptual and performative elements that took place before
Public Spirit: an audio recording and discussion of the work by the artist
was presented for the festival audience. Blind Date went undocumented in
High Performance and was replaced by a statement from Burnham
explaining the reasons for its absence. Blind Date highlighted the limitations
of documenting conceptual work in High Performance (an indication of the
artist’s thinking through the different elements might have given a fuller
picture of the piece), but also perhaps the limitations of the open
submissions policy.

Duncan — like many artists in the programme — prepared two pieces

for Public Spirit, a festival which, as a member of the HAA, he had helped
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to organise. If Only We Could Tell You (The Black Room) was a sound piece
installed in a locked cupboard in a building in downtown Los Angeles
called The American Hotel. From within the cupboard came a ‘painfully
loud rattling noise caused by something unseen (an electric sander mounted
to the door inside)’, whilst typewritten text hung on the wall opposite.'®
The piece was documented in High Performance with a short description of
the installation, two photographs — one of the locked door and one of the

sander positioned on the other side — and a page of typewritten text, an

extract of which is given below:

We hate you little boy. [...] We hate you hate you hate you hate you
hate you [...] We saw you all covered with our blood. We saw you
piss and shit all over yourself. We cleaned you up, put food in your
fucked-up little mouth. We kept you alive, you ungrateful little
bastard. [...] You’re a blight on our lives; we’re tired of putting up
with you. Ugly little boy with the sex exposed. You’re utterly
disgusting. How can you possibly live with yourself. [...] Why don’t
you do everyone a favor and kill yourself. We love a man in
uniform. [...] Wounded men are so romantic. Go out and blow your
head off, prick, We are fed up. Just go out and die. DIE DIE DIE

DIE DIE DIE [..J"*

100 yohn Duncan, ‘Interview with Boris Wlassoff’, trans. by Thierry Bokhobza, revue &
corrigée 51 (March 2002) <http://www.johnduncan.org/wlassoff.rc1.html> [accessed 14
September 2011].

191 John Duncan, If Only We Could Tell You, The Black Room at the American Hotel,
October 1-31, 1980, High Performance, 3.3-4 (Fall/Winter 1980), p. 34.
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For audiences reading this text, the experience is likely to have been
made more disturbing by the constant rattling noise coming from inside the
cupboard. The fact that the source of the noise remained unseen and the
subject of the text unknown perhaps heightened the sense of witnessing a
traumatic scene. McCarthy employs a similar approach to explorations of
memory and trauma in his performances, particularly his solo works of the
1970s (discussed in Chapter Two) in which personal trauma and cultural
memory becomes confused, to the point where both artist and audience are
unable to distinguish between the two. % For If Only We Could Tell You the
underlying cultural trauma is that of a distant war (for this generation of
American artists, the war in Vietnam, 1955-73). The implication of
Duncan’s text is that it is preferable for young men to die heroically in war
than to remain useless and parasitical to the ‘American spirit’. The
persecuted subject is constantly referred to as ‘boy’ whilst the idealised
‘man’, whose wound — physical or psychological — is not specified, is
considered a paradigm of a somewhat vague and superficial concept of
masculinity. As such, Duncan sought to represent the complexity of male
experience and to convey the difficulty of articulating this in a culture where
a mythologised version of masculinity persists. Blind Date also dealt with
these themes, and as a pairing, these two pieces might be read in
conversation with one another.

For Blind Date, Duncan presented the Public Spirit audience with
another sound piece, a tape recording of himself having sex with a female

corpse he had acquired in Mexico. As Duncan describes the piece:

102 payl McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 14.
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An audience was invited to a small warehouse space in downtown
LA, an old triangular brick building with a tiny balcony at one end,
no windows, no chairs, one exit. A microphone, cassette player, amp
and speakers were set up on the balcony. When the exit door was
closed and the lights were switched off, | described the process of
finding the cadaver, receiving a vasectomy shortly afterward, and
why | was making the action public, then played the audiotape
recording of the session with the cadaver. When the tape ended, the

door was opened and people could see to leave.'®

Again, the impact of the piece is placed on the audience’s ability to process
the difficult personal material that the artist places before them, and
navigate environmental restrictions that the artist imposes: in If Only We
Could Tell You it was the constant, abrasive sound of the electric sander; in
Blind Date it was complete darkness. The piece was described by Burnham
as ‘highly morally objectionable’, and documentation of the event was not
included in High Performance, as she did not ‘wish to be responsible for
publishing it.”*** As Burnham states; ‘[t]his was rape, whether or not the
woman was alive. | told the artist he had violated the spirit of a human being
and if that had been my sister’s body, I would have seen that he was
punished.”’® Rather than reiterate Blind Date through documentation,

Burnham suggested that readers contact the artist if they wished to know

103 Duncan, ‘Interview with Wlassoff’.
104 Linda Burnham, ‘Note’, High Performance, 3. 3-4 (Fall/Winter 1980), p. 140.
1% Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, pp- 38-39.
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more about the piece. Given that Duncan had included a discussion of why
he felt the need to make ‘the action public’, an element that was not present
for If Only We Could Tell You, it seems that he was aware of the issues of
presenting this piece, and that his discussion might offer a context for
presenting it.'% ‘There is a point to all this’, Duncan had explained, ‘[d]eath
is at the centre of myth about men.”*”” Nonetheless, Burnham felt that by
documenting this piece she was condoning and thus participating in its
content; even discussing the reasons for her disapproval was deemed to be
‘carrying it forward.”'%

Burnham was not alone in this opinion. Reports in local press on
audience reaction and the thoughts of fellow artists indicate that for most,
Duncan had overstepped the boundaries of taste. Artist Barbara T. Smith
described her experience of the piece: ‘Each person just sat there coping
with John’s piece the best they could. I couldn’t deal with the story myself
because it was so destructive to my life. | just sat there and turned it into
pure sound’.'® Smith was already a major figure in the performance
community of Los Angeles of the 1970s and often showed her support for
younger artists such as Duncan, McCarthy and Kim Jones, who each made
challenging but important work.**° In 1976 Kim Jones performed Rat Piece
at the California State Fine Arts Gallery, which involved setting light to live

rats. He subsequently was ordered to appear in court and was charged with

1% Duncan, ‘Interview with Wlassoff .

197 patience Belly, ‘Death in Venice L.A. Performance Artist Makes Love to Corpse’,
Newstyle (1980), p. 9, High Performance Artists’ Files, Box 14, Folder 10 (John Duncan),
The Getty Research Institute, Special Collections and Visual Resources: High Performance
Magazine archive.

108 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 39.

109 Barbara T. Smith, cited in Belly, ‘Death in Venice’, p. 9.

19 Kim Jones and Barbara T. Smith in Conversation, unpublished artists’ talk, LA><ART,
Los Angeles, 17 January 2012.
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animal cruelty. During a sentence of two years probation, ‘Jones did not
receive any invitations to perform or exhibit his work’, but Smith in
particular was supportive of Jones and sympathetic to the context of his
work. ! McCarthy was also in the audience for Duncan’s Blind Date; he

commented:

| felt obliged to appear but | felt the piece was socially self-
destructive. It made John a pariah in the community. And | think
there’s a danger in being rewarded for a self-destructive act. There’s

no way back if you want to keep on getting that kind of attention.*?

McCarthy’s reading indicates his concern that his friend was perhaps too
personally invested in the piece, and instead of presenting a comment on a
culture of ‘men who are trained to ignore the emotions’ (which Duncan
indicated as his intention), he had participated in an act of self-

annihilation.**®

In producing a piece that had, in McCarthy’s opinion,
‘passed over into life’, Duncan seemed to have overshot the mark of the
Public Spirit philosophy and violated the ‘unwritten perimeters of
society’ 4

Blind Date was also received with hostility by the wider art world,

‘to a degree [that Duncan] was completely unprepared for.”*° Some artists

with whom he had had close working relationships threatened to boycott

11 phelan, ‘Violence and Rupture’, p. 26.

12 paul McCarthy, cited in Belly, ‘Death in Venice’, p. 9.
'3 John Duncan, cited in ibid.

4 McCarthy, cited in ibid.

%5 Duncan, ‘Interview with Wlassoff .
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anyone publishing his work and claimed that ‘the fact that the body was
apparently Mexican meant that [his] action was racist, the fact that the body
was female meant that the action was sexist’, to the extent that his work was
effectively banned in the U.S. for several years.**® Any effort to understand
the piece, as Kristine Stiles has later noted, as an act ‘so pitiable and tragic
[that it represents an] attempt to assert one’s life (manifested in eros) against
the actual experience of one’s desperate numbness unto death (thanatos)’, is
seemingly lost in the context of unification that Public Spirit represented.™’
What is later explored in If Only We Could Tell You, the romanticisation of
‘wounded men’, and the violence and repression of masculinity, is
foregrounded here by the notion that such men would go to extreme lengths
to reassert this lost power. ‘However contemptable Duncan’s desperate
event’, suggests Stiles, ‘the artist presented his own excrutiating lack, a
psychic pain that is palpable.’*'®

The controversy surrounding the piece, Burnham suggests, meant
that it eventually got to do ‘what art does’, to question and even expand
social tolerance and understanding of issues affecting the experience of
everyday life.”"® The fact that Blind Date was able to do this, Burnham
suggests, is ‘because it fell on very fertile ground — a community primed by
feminist vigilance against art that promotes violence against women.’*?°

Duncan also concluded that Blind Date was successful because it illustrated

what he calls the ‘psychic limit’ of audiences, which, when put under stress

116 R
Ibid.
1 Kristine Stiles, ‘Uncorrupted Joy: International Art Actions,” in Out of Actions: Between
Performance and The Object, 1949-1979, ed. by Paul Schimmel (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1998), pp. 227-329 (p. 241).
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with ‘no apparent context to frame it’, is instinctively resisted.?! In Chapter
Two | discuss how McCarthy also tests audience’s tolerance of visceral
performance by presenting a disorienting display of real bodily fluids and
artificial substances. Particularly in his solo performances of the 1970s, the
body at risk is nearly always his own. In Blind Date, Duncan enacted the
violation of another body, a participant without agency and without context,
but also an act of self-destruction which his colleagues perceived as
irreversible.

Despite being cut from High Performance, the controversy
surrounding Blind Date made it visible in a way that the artist had perhaps
not intended, but this also drew attention to the limitations of
documentation. In both Blind Date and If Only We Could Tell You, sound
and audio, as opposed to visual work, is the main focus. In collaboration
with McCarthy, who shared his interest in exposing and analysing everyday
situations, Duncan created a project entitled Close Radio (1976-79), a
performance and conceptual art radio programme based in Los Angeles, as
part of non-commercial station KPFK Pacifica Radio. Contributions were
made by a number of artists and were broadcast uncensored, primarily, as
McCarthy suggests, because radio was more accessible and to a far wider
audience than art magazines and galleries.?> Duncan and McCarthy shared
an aspiration to explore a range of audio concepts which challenged the
conventions of radio programming and artistic processes. One of the
programmes produced by McCarthy, Paid Strangers (1977), involved the

artist paying strangers, some of whom apparently ‘even a “liberal” radio

12! Duncan, ‘Interview with Wlassoff’.
122 paul McCarthy, ‘Close Radio’, High Performance, 1.4 (December 1978), p. 12.
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station wouldn’t allow on the air’, five dollars to appear on the radio for five
minutes to talk about any subject of their choosing.*?® Initially supported in
1977 by a grant from the NEA, after participants began using language that
was considered obscene, the show’s contract at the station became more
tenuous. Close Radio was discontinued after Chris Burden created a piece
called Send Me Your Money (1979) in which he requested that the audience
do exactly that. Burden justified the piece by explaining: ‘I was not selling
anything and that I was not part of any charitable or religious organization’
but ‘by working together they could make me rich.”*?* However, since
KPFK’s license was based on its non-commercial status, this programme
compromised the station’s founding principles, and Close Radio was
subsequently cut.*®

Continuing to explore performance art’s crossover with music and
audio, Duncan and McCarthy created an experimental performance group
called C.V. Massage — which also included the artist Michael le Donne-
Bhennet — and performed twice during the Public Spirit festival.**® After a
disastrous first performance where most of the audience left before the set
had finished, the second performance, as Burnham reports, ‘worked rather
well’, with ‘John Duncan playing Sparklett’s bottles, jackhammer and what
looked like a bazooka shell casing; Michael le Donne-Bhennet playing tape

5127

recordings, and Paul McCarthy on vocals. Much like Duncan’s

12 |bid., p. 15.

124 Chris Burden, Send Me Your Money 1979, in Chris Burden, ed. by Fred Hoffmann
(London: Thames and Hudson, 2007), p. 70.

125 Burnham, ‘The Evolution of a Performance Artist’, p. 39.

126 Michael Le Donne-Bhennet also performed another piece at Public Spirit, a sound piece
for the organ called Flowers de Luce, which responded to the acoustics of the space in
which it was performed at DTLA (Down Town Los Angeles performance space).

127 Linda Burnham, ‘C.V. Massage’, High Performance, 3.3-4, (Fall/Winter 1980), p. 140.
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presentation of Blind Date, the performance took place in the dark, ‘with
only Duncan visible in the light that leaks into LACE’s gallery from the
street [whilst] McCarthy and Bhennet hid themselves behind a wall.”*?® For
McCarthy, creating a visual experience for the audience was not a priority,
‘there [was] no strutting, mike waving or costuming involved’.**® He was
more interested in creating new sounds by manipulating the human body
and utilising creative sound-making methods. In one instance McCarthy
demonstrated his technique by ‘jamming his fingers down his throat’, and
whilst ‘this didn’t make him throw up, it did make a sound somewhere
between animal strangulation and sado-masochistic orgasm in staccato.’**
Whilst C.V. Massage, Blind Date and If Only We Could Tell You
experiment with various modes of audio communication, which they share
with Close Radio, each are also linked through their documentation in High
Performance. In If Only We Could Tell You Duncan connects the abrasive
words of the text with the rasping of the electric sander, an experience he
designs to be uniquely traumatic for individuals at the moment of
experiencing it. However, Blind Date is known primarily by an absence of
documentation; the act of necrophilia is deemed a universal taboo, the
thought of which is so traumatic as to be unrepeatable. A photograph of
Duncan being vasectomised is, however, quite well known, and was
reproduced in the exhibition catalogue for Out of Actions: Between
Performance and the Object, 1949-1979 (MOCA, 1998), alongside Stiles’

essay that discusses the piece in some depth.** Finally, in C.V. Massage

128 1bid.
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BL Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy’, p. 240.
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Duncan and McCarthy eradicate visual and textual communication
altogether by replacing any recognisable human vocalisation with a primal
gurgling and gagging, which initially succeeds in driving away most of the
audience. The performance is deemed more successful, however, when the
band are hidden from view, as if the appearance of the bodies from which
such monstrous noises come would only compound the terror they emit.
Relative to the controversy around Blind Date, the two solo pieces
that McCarthy performed at Public Spirit — Monkey Man and A Penis
Painting Appreciated — were well received. Both were documented with a
photograph and short text, a succinctness of form with which Burnham
characterises McCarthy’s work more generally.™*? The text for Monkey Man
in particular consists merely of a few key words and phrases which, strung
together, convey the substance of the piece, compared to works such as The
Man Who Could Eat Glass by Richard Newton and Think About It Susan by
Barry Markowitz, both of which claim a whole page of written material in
the same issue. In a review of Monkey Man (a performance that | explore in
depth in Chapter Three), artist Nancy Buchanan describes McCarthy’s
contribution to the festival as providing ‘an unexpected dose of humor’,
which seemed to turn away from his earlier ‘obsessive ritual-like works
[such as Hot Dog (1974), Sailor’s Meat (1975) and Meat Cake (1975)]
which explored physical and psychological limitation — both of artist and
audience.”*® The use of hot dogs and ketchup reappear in Monkey Man,

acting as signifiers of consistency across McCarthy’s broad-ranging work.

132 “Whenever Paul had anything in the Artist’s Chronicle, he was very circumspect in his
text, much more so than others.” Burnham, email to the author, 24 February 2011.
133 Buchanan, ‘Paul McCarthy’, p. 149.
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In another review of Monkey Man, critic Richard Hertz indicates that
McCarthy’s ‘reputation for outrageous behaviour’ was already established
in the Los Angeles performance scene, ‘and added to the anticipation of the
audience waiting outside DTLA for the doors to open.’*>* Hertz describes
McCarthy’s performances as ‘like watching someone go through primal
scream therapy. Audiences expect some sort of climax to the increasingly
bizarre set of occurrences’, which ‘creates a sense of direction and

anticipation.’

It is McCarthy’s ability, Buchanan suggests, to balance
audience anticipation and expectations of riotous, messy performances,
which, ‘in less skilled hands, could have been merely chaotic or egocentric’,
with subtlety and profound creativity, that places him within such high
regard in High Performance.®® Whilst the text that McCarthy uses to
document his work is sparse yet concise, the extended reviews and analyses
of his performances played a large part in disseminating his work to wider
audiences. In reviews such as Buchanan’s and Hertz’s, McCarthy’s work is
received positively, with writers emphasising his ability to ‘plumb the
depths’ of his ‘internal psyche’ as one of the most constructive elements of
his performances.**’

In a seven-page feature in the second issue of High Performance,
entitled ‘Performance Interrupts’, dedicated to exploring his performances
of the mid-1970s, McCarthy receives similar praise. Much of the text is

given over to an interview with the artist, discussing the material conditions

in which his live performances Political Disturbance and Class Fool were

1% Hertz, ‘L.A. Flesh Art’, p. 136.
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performed, and his perception of audience reactions. Both took place in non-
art spaces — a room at the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles, and a maths
classroom at the University of California, San Diego — as ‘a way of getting a
live performance to people who would not otherwise have gone to it.”138
These pieces brought live performance to non-art audiences, but they also
ran the risk of alienating them. Class Fool ended rather awkwardly with
most of the audience leaving before the performance was over and Political
Disturbance ended when McCarthy was asked to leave the hotel as his
performance was disturbing the guests and speakers at the American
National Theater Conference, which was also taking place in the building.**

‘Performance Interrupts’ also explores the censorship of
McCarthy’s video performance Sailor’s Meat, or more specifically a text
related to the video, which was featured in the Southland Video Anthology
exhibition at the Long Beach Museum of Art in 1976. Artists included in the
exhibition were asked to submit a piece of writing relating to their work for
the exhibition catalogue. McCarthy submitted two short paragraphs: one,

dated 1971, describes a dream which informs his later performance; the

other was a preliminary proposal for a performance entitled Sweet Meat.

| had gotten into a shower with a woman. | knew her. I tried to shove
a broom handle into her vagina. She groaned. | pushed harder. She
collapsed. | was standing. I looked down and | shoved the broom
handle into my own stomach. | had pushed it through my stomach

into my penis. | had pushed the contents of my penis onto the

138 McCarthy, cited in Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts’, p. 8.
39 1bid., p. 12.
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shower floor. I had pushed down tearing the organ away. The skin of
the penis fit the handle of the broom like a glove. I felt no pain.

Dream 1971

Sweet Meat. March 1975. A performance for a small audience. As
with the other performances of the same period, there are the
nightmares that follow and the physical changes | experience before
sleep itself. I briefly become other people — frequently an old
woman. My legs drop off. My head sinks into my stomach. | look
out of my stomach. | have no sensation of my upper torso or neck.
My arms increase in size and become gray in color. They are laying
on my chest. They seem to sink into my chest. | cannot lift them. I

cannot move my fingers.

For Long Beach Catalog, November 1976

Southland Video Anthology.**

The video performance of Sailor’s Meat (discussed in Chapter Two),

was included in the Southland exhibition without question. In the video,

McCarthy, dressed in a black negligee, fucks a half-empty mayonnaise jar

with a hot dog strapped to his penis in a hotel bedroom, urinates on and then

eats a raw sausage, and simulates oral sex with a pile of raw meat. The texts

however proved more troublesome for the museum director, who initially

rejected them outright. In a letter to the artist, David Ross, the curator of the

140 paul McCarthy, ‘unpublished statements about Sailor’s Meat’, 1976, High Performance,
1.2 (1978), p. 44,
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exhibition, suggested that McCarthy’s work ‘in some ways flirts with the
edge of what people can and will tolerate’.** Ross, however, laments the
reticence of this art institution to document challenging work in print, and
emphasises his powerlessness to influence institutional thinking.*** In
response, McCarthy offered Ross three choices: to publish the original texts;
to print the letters of exchange between Ross and himself discussing the
unsuitability of the texts; or to exclude him from the catalogue altogether.
The director rejected the suggestion of printing the letter exchange, but
McCarthy was determined to ‘make the situation visible’ ™ As an
alternative, Ross suggested publishing a short statement in the catalogue,
explaining the reasons for the absence of the artist’s text, for example; ‘Due
to the nature of Paul McCarthy’s work it cannot be adequately reproduced
in this catalog.’*** McCarthy rejected this option, claiming that it was
misleading and ‘made it sound like there was something wrong with the
technical quality [of the video] and not the situation.”**®> Eventually the letter
exchange was published, and as consolation Ross suggested to McCarthy
that he had in some way been successful in his work by forcing ‘another
institution to declare [...] what its limits really are’, an act he states that ‘is
praiseworthy in and of itself,”14®

Burnham’s rejection of Blind Date in High Performance was

primarily the result of a subjective and moral disagreement with the work,

whilst the rejection of McCarthy’s text from the Long Beach exhibition

! David Ross, Extract from a letter to Paul McCarthy, February 24, 1977, High
Performance, 1.2 (1978), p. 45.
Y2 1hid.
3 McCarthy, cited in Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts’, p. 45.
144 s
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catalogue Ross deferred to institutional policy. There are, however,
similarities with Burnham’s rejection of Duncan’s Blind Date, notably, that
the performance was eventually deemed successful because it revealed the
limitations of society’s tolerance for performance art, and the limitations of
institutions that present art to public audiences. Following an account of his
exchange with Ross in ‘Performance Interrupts’, McCarthy indicates that he
is aware of the potentially shocking content of his work, but clearly states
that shocking audiences is not his ‘ultimate intent’, and hopes that audiences
can move past the apparent extremity of his performances, and follow the
images or narrative of what he creates.”” In Chapter Two | address the
elements of McCarthy’s performance practice which are difficult to watch,
difficult to stomach, and difficult to integrate into a coherent narrative of
artistic practice. Ultimately, however, the challenge of McCarthy’s work,
for example his seemingly nonchalant yet disturbing representations of
violence, might be seen as the most critical elements of his practice.

In an extended feature entitled ‘Paul McCarthy, The Evolution of a
Performance Artist’ in 1985, Burnham suggests that the difficulty for
audiences to get past the ‘disgusting parts’ in McCarthy’s performances is
related to the confusion about whether their content is personal to the artist
or characteristic of a collective unconscious.'*® This confusion between
personal content and collective consciousness is seen as a productive force
in McCarthy’s work. However, Duncan’s presentation of personal material
to a public audience was rejected from High Performance as a preventative

measure, to stop it being disseminated any further. For Burnham,

Y7 McCarthy, cited in Burnham, ‘Performance Interrupts’, p. 45.
148 Burnham, ‘The Evolution of a Performance Artist’, p. 38.
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McCarthy’s performances glimpse at societal progression and contribute to
a questioning of collective consciousness; in Blind Date, Duncan’s
presentation of highly personal and masculinised material merely damages
the broader social consciousness.

The distinction between McCarthy’s presence in High Performance
and Duncan’s censorship means that the difficulty with which audiences
perceive McCarthy’s work is visibly ‘worked through’ in print, and with the
support of High Performance. This is illustrated not only by the magazine’s
willingness to publish documentation of his work, but also through the sense
of responsibility to publish work that has been censored elsewhere. As well
as acting as a visual archive of McCarthy’s performances of the late 1970s
and early 1980s, High Performance established a site for the critical
discussion of his work beyond the pages of the magazine. The complexity of
the works presented seemed to demand a more in-depth, critical analysis of
the conditions in which they were made and received, rather than merely
how they were documented. McCarthy and Duncan’s work likely
contributed to the shift in critical response to the performances documented
in High Performance, and in turn helped foster a more complex discourse

around performance art.
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What Happened to Art Criticism? Critical Writing and High

Performance

In his book What Happened to Art Criticism?, James Elkins identifies seven
different categories of art criticism: the catalogue essay; the academic
treatise; cultural criticism; the conservative harangue; the philosopher’s
essay; descriptive art criticism; and poetic art criticism.**® Elkins gives a
frank account of the different roles that art criticism can play in the
discussion and dissemination of artistic practices, for example: catalogue
essays ‘are not taken seriously because it is widely known that they are
commissioned by the galleries’; the conservative harangue illustrates the
author’s claims about what ‘art ought to be’; and in poetic criticism it is ‘the
writing itself [as opposed to the art being written about that] counts.”*™ The
widest and perhaps most complicated category is that of descriptive art
criticism, or ‘[a]rt-writing that attempts not to judge, and yet presents itself
as criticism.”*®* One of the main aims of High Performance when it was
first published was to ‘bring art to the non-art-educated reading public’,
which, Burnham proposed, could be achieved by avoiding ‘academic
writing, art jargon and writing that leaned too heavily on art history’.152 In
an effort to absent Los Angeles performance art from the ‘subliminal

attitude [adopted] by some critics that art from Los Angeles is not as serious

as art from New York’, Burnham rejected the academicised East Coast

%9 james Elkins, What Happened to Art Criticism? (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press,
2003), p. 17.

0 1pid., pp. 18, 17.

1 1bid. p. 35.

152 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p- 27.
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criticism prevalent in journals like October and, by this point, Artforum.'*®
The style of criticism to be avoided most vehemently, however, was what
Elkins describes as the ‘conservative harangue’. This type of writing offers
‘not simply coverage but criticism’, and by criticism, is meant
““discrimination,” that is, informed by judgments of value’.*** Criticism was
however variously introduced into High Performance, primarily to assuage
featured artists who requested more structured feedback and contextual
discussion of their work; it became clear that ‘documentation was not
enough.’*>> Not only did this change the tone of the magazine, but helped to
develop a critical framework for performance art more widely.

The two main changes that Burnham made during her time as editor
were the inclusion of criticism, and broadening the scope of performance
activity that the magazine covered. ‘It was a contradiction’, she suggests, ‘to
draw boundaries around the art form, even though [the] original intent was
to provide print space for those who could find it nowhere else’.**® Criticism
would therefore be used not to narrow the focus of performance art, or to do
as ‘those who criticize a work of performance art [...] by proving that it
violates a definition’, but to extend the discussion of works not recognised
elsewhere. Writers would discuss not only the documented performances,
but explore the processes and concepts used by artists, and their connection

to each other and wider social and political contexts. Furthermore, this

153 Fortney Carter, “Artists on Criticism’, LAICA Journal, 21 (January-February 1979), 42-
44 (p. 43). High Performance Artists’ Files, Box 36, Folder 8 (Paul McCarthy), The Getty
Research Institute, Special Collections and Visual Resources: High Performance Magazine
archive.

5% Unsigned editorial, The New Criterion, 2001, cited in Elkins, What Happened To Art
Criticism?, pp. 29-30.

155 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me’, p. 29.
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would enable the publication of an array of critical and informed voices,
apart from those of the editorial team.

Reviews and critical articles were included in the Public Spirit
edition of High Performance, but primarily those reprinted from other
publications, and Burnham was the only person to write expressly for High
Performance.’®® There was little coverage of the festival in the art press, but
local papers such as LA Weekly, Valley News and the Santa Monica Evening
Outlook responded to Public Spirit ‘with vigor’.** The inclusion of festival
reviews from external publications gave the impression of the critical
landscape in which performance art was being received; however, it also
indicated that High Performance generally distanced itself from this
criticism and acted merely as a showcase for outside opinion. Arguably,
however, it was Burnham’s exclusion of Blind Date that represented the
harshest critical response to the festival, not only was it a personal and
professional value judgment on Burnham’s part, but the act of censorship
compromised the balance Burnham mediated between critic and editor.

In an issue of High Performance from 1982, an essay by artist and
writer Michael Peppe entitled ‘“Why Performance Art is so Boring’ was
published in a new section called ‘Performance Criticism’. Peppe examines
what he sees as the nepotistic and unstimulating world of performance art,
and suggests that ‘[a]s with poetry, foot surgery and taxidermy-criticism’,
audiences of performance art are ‘already almost wholly composed of

practitioners’, rather than artists making efforts to expand their art beyond

158 The Sponsors of Public Spirit, ‘Deadline for material from October performers: October
31, Spirit Resurrection, <http://www.spiritresurrection.org/archive> [accessed 10 October
2011].

159 Burnham, ‘What about Public Spirit?’, p. 164.
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their circle of colleagues and friends.™® This article is followed by another
in 1983 entitled, ‘Why Our Art is So Bad: Another Scathing Attack on
Contemporary Attitudes.”*®* Drawing on many of the same critical points of
K. Anawalt’s 1980 article “‘Why Not L.A.?” discussed earlier — namely, that
an attitude of complacency or defensiveness of both artists and art
organisations in Los Angeles contributed in part to the stagnation of creative
activity — Peppe suggests that ‘the democratic attitudes of the alternative art
world of the Seventies has had a damaging effect on good taste and

162 peppe’s tirade against making excuses for bad

discrimination.
performance is pointed at the artists who make it, but also platforms like
High Performance that support it. He does not name any artists in his
article, but apparently ‘leaves the accusation open to anyone who reads it’,
(presumably since the only people who read the magazine are performance
artists).*®® Despite the attack on High Performance, Burnham welcomes
Peppe’s criticism of the magazine which she had been so central in
developing. In her editorial for the issue Burnham includes an extended
discussion of Peppe’s essay, and supporting its publication in the magazine:
‘Peppe is a ferocious and entertaining writer and he hits home with the truth.
[...] Besides, artists have been crowing for years that there is no tough
criticism about performance. Well, you asked for it.”*®*

By showing her support to Peppe, Burnham helps to create a very

particular kind of criticism for High Performance, which is self-deprecating

1% Michael Peppe, ‘Why Performance Art is so Boring,” High Performance, 5.1 (1982), p.
3.

161 Michael Peppe, ‘Why Our Art is So Bad,” High Performance, 6.2 (1983), 9-15.

162 1 inda Burnham, Editor’s Notes, High Performance, 6.2 (1983), p. 1.
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in nature and offers an honest and even comical evaluation of performance
art. Although unwilling at first to include criticism in High Performance,
Burnham introduced a brand of criticism which somehow worked with the
development of the magazine, rather than directly against its foundations.
Although in some respects Peppe’s articles are more closely related to the
‘conservative harangue’ than the self-deprecatory tone that | suggest, each
represents Burnham’s refusal to allow the magazine to become a site of
conflict to quarrel abstractly about the cultural value of performance art.'®®
Burnham acknowledges that the inclusion of criticism served not
only for High Performance to survive by satisfying and diversifying its
readership, but also to help develop the professional careers of featured
artists. Not only did ‘reviews serve auxiliary purposes that have to do with
resumes, jobs, and grant applications’, but the artists themselves ‘needed to
know if their ideas were being received’.®® However, Burnham was keen to
emphasise to audiences that ‘reading about an event is entirely different
from taking part in it’.'*” She observed that audiences who read about
performances and subsequently sought them out to experience them for
themselves found the reality of witnessing them rather more difficult to

comprehend.'®®

Many for example ‘were not prepared for sitting in one
place all night long or being in the presence of a sexual action or being privy
to personal secrets, or enduring a work that commented on something they

held sacred.’*®® Perhaps an unforeseen outcome of including reviews and

185 Elkins, What Happened To Art Critcism?, p. 17.
166 Burnham, ‘Performance Art, and Me,’ p. 29.
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criticism in High Performance was that audiences might valorise it over the
performances themselves. Although as Burnham suggests, performance art
was a form ‘literally open to anybody’, which, when ‘reported in a
magazine, took on a ring of something “real”’, it is possible that some
readers were stimulated more by the writing that accompanied
performances, finding that it spoke with more clarity and could be translated
to readers more readily than the ‘peculiar nature’ of performance art.}"

In an introduction to the final edition of the ‘Artists’ Chronicle’ in

1983, Burnham reflects candidly on the editorial choices she made and the

scope of performance art made visible through High Performance:

As editor, | am the one who chooses the work you see in these
pages. Reflected here you see my personal tastes as a writer and
viewer in our culture. What you see is not performance art, but
literature and photographs. My standard for selection of work has
been, first of all, ideas that appealed to me. [...] (I actually “enjoy”
only about ten percent of the live performances that I see.
Sometimes | feel angry that | have wasted precious time and money

attending a piece. But reading is a different matter.)*"*

To say that High Performance had moved away from its initial aims is to
identify, as with any periodical, that necessary developments were made in

order that it remain a sustainable and worthwhile investment for both

170 H
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contributors and readers. However, Burnham makes an important distinction
between performance — and in particular those which she is now loathe to
pay for — and documentation, which she is in the business of circulating.
Documenting performance art therefore added another layer of complexity
to the work, and raised the ‘interesting question of how the very appearance
of a review or documentation changes the nature of an event, codifies it in
some way.’172

In this chapter | have focused on how High Performance, as a
platform for the visibility of performance art, has influenced the
development and codification of McCarthy’s performance practice, and
disseminated his work to a wider audience. It was also a central concern of
High Performance to reflect upon and raise questions about the
documentation of performance art more generally, and in particular, how it
is framed and disseminated by the popular art press. It is with some
disappointment that Burnham reiterates the distinction between live events
and documentation, and that in reality all she can hope to relay to audiences
is critical literature and photographs.

In 1983, the final edition of the ‘Artists” Chronicle’ was followed by
a call for writers’ submissions, echoing the call for artists’ submissions five
years earlier, stating: ‘we are looking for submissions from writers
everywhere — 500 word limit.”*"* On one hand this made High Performance
a richer and more critically diverse space for the representation for
performance artists, opening up discussions of their work beyond that of its

editorial policy. On the other, this development changed the face of High

172 1hid.
173 1bid.
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Performance altogether, overwriting several of its founding principles in the
process. By 1985 criticism was firmly integrated into the magazine in a new
section called ‘Colloquium’, and was published alongside the regular letters
column,

In my comparison of the different reactions to Duncan and
McCarthy’s work earlier, it became clear that an initially sympathetic and
extended engagement with McCarthy’s performances fostered by support
from his peers provided a supportive environment in which to make work.
By contrast, in deciding not to include documentation of Duncan’s piece
Blind Date in 1980, Burnham acknowledged that by documenting and thus
extending the piece, she was also partaking in its politics. The piece, as
McCarthy suggested, had ‘passed over into life’, meaning perhaps that
Duncan had failed to acknowledge the role of representation in performance
art.}™ As critical writing and reviews came into focus for the magazine, the
idea of extending and participating in the politics of a performance was
carried on through writing in two distinct and identifiable ways. One,
illustrated by the ‘Colloquium’, is left as an open forum for readers to
exchange ideas honestly and publically. The other might be categorised,
using Elkins’ term, as the ‘philosopher’s essay’, in which ‘the author
demonstrates the art’s allegiance to or deviation from selected philosophic
concepts.”*” It is through this second phase of writing that Duncan’s piece
eventually received due critical attention — in Stiles’ catalogue essay for Out

of Actions: Between Performance and The Object.'’® Notably, Stiles’ essay

1% McCarthy, cited in Belly, ‘Death in Venice’, p. 9.
175 Elkins, What Happened To Art Criticism?, pp. 16-17.
176 stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy’.
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deals with the psychological implications of Blind Date — for both the artist
and the audience — but also with the issue of documentation and its role in
the controversy around the piece.'”’

In an earlier essay, ‘Imploring Silence, Words and Performance
Essence: A Polemic’, Stiles addresses the critical value of McCarthy’s
performance work, cementing his status as a performance artist, even after
he had stopped making live work (in 1983). In her essay, Stiles explores the
language of the body with which performance artists so eloquently engage,
and laments clumsy textualisations of performance which present ‘either
superficial content in the guise of complicated rhetoric and dramatic
hyperbole or language that is used to camouflage anxiety through jesting,

178 apio
=™ Mirroring Burnham’s concerns about

teasing and ironical posturing.
preserving the history that contemporary performance artists have inherited,
Stiles suggests that ‘[i]f performance artists honor their heritage they must
deeply explore the languages of the ontological “act” through movement,
gestures, grunts and groans, grand and commonplace rituals.”*’® A short
post-script written three days later identifies McCarthy’s performance, O,0,
Inside (1983) (also known as Inside Out Olive Qil) as an exemplary instance
of using ‘the performance medium to bring to life the very principles about
which [she] had just been writing.”*®® After an extended and detailed
description of her subjective experience of the piece, Stiles concludes that in

McCarthy’s work, ‘[t]he body remained with its most fundamental urges

while something of the mind groped for memory, an origin, an explanation,

Y7 Ibid., p. 241.

178 Stiles, ‘Imploring Silence’, p. 34.
9 1bid., p. 35.
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a direction and a purpose to emerge.’181 Stiles’ article offers an insight not
only into her early career research interests and an articulation of her
concerns about the move away from writing about performance history to
the application of theory, but also illustrates a moment when her attention
was turned towards McCarthy’s work.’®® Subsequently, this in-depth
account of what turned out to be one of McCarthy’s last live performances
before he retired in 1983 has proved a valuable source material for scholars
writing on his work.'#

Whilst  McCarthy generates sparse yet concise textual
accompaniments to his work, his presence within High Performance as a
regular contributor, featured artist and subject of survey essays and
interviews allowed his work a broad visibility and privileged place within its
pages. High Performance was significant in establishing a context for the
documentation and dissemination of performance art in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, and for McCarthy in particular, the magazine provided a
platform for the national and international visibility of his work. High
Performance has proved an invaluable resource for documentation of live
performances, including my archival research on McCarthy and the means
by which performance art was documented and circulated. The High
Performance magazine archive at the Getty Research Institute continues to

be mined for knowledge and new interventions and engagements with

performance art history, for example, in the performance platform Spirit

18 1hid.

182 Kristine Stiles, email to the author, 23 August 2011.

183 For example, Amelia Jones uses Stiles’ essay as source material for her essay ‘Paul
McCarthy’s Inside Out Body and the Desublimation of Masculinity’ in Paul McCarthy, ed.
by Dan Cameron and Lisa Phillips (New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art and
Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 125-31.
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Resurrection (2012), and the exhibition Los Angeles Goes Live:
Performance Art in Southern California 1970-1983 (2011) as part of the
PST programme (discussed in Chapter Four).

In Chapter Two I discuss McCarthy’s performances of the 1970s,
and explore how his work moved away from the framework of High
Performance, and began to enter into the discourse of art history via the
work of art historians and performance scholars, such as Stiles. | engage
closely with McCarthy’s performances, focusing on some of the more
challenging elements of his work, and explicitly address themes such as
trauma and violence, concepts that were touched on only briefly in coverage

of his work in High Performance.
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Chapter Two

The Construct of Reality and Absurdity: Violence, Vomit and Disgust

in Paul McCarthy’s Performances of the 1970s

In his performances of the 1970s, McCarthy presents a mediated version of
personal and cultural trauma, which is processed and represented by the
body (in performance) and spat out the other side (towards the audience).
The disgust experienced by audiences of McCarthy’s work is perhaps in
recognition of a duality or duplicity in his art; that all we are really seeing is
another version or representation of trauma, the specificity or ownership of
which is left unclear. This duplicity extends to the use of visceral materials
in his work, which become familiar not merely because of their placement
in consumer culture, but by McCarthy’s consistent and familiar use of them
in his work. The performances | discuss in this chapter — Sailor’s
Meat/Sailor’s Delight (1975), Tubbing (1975), and more briefly, Hot Dog
(1974) — established McCarthy’s mode of working in live performance and
video, which would carry forward into other elements of his artistic practice.
In Chapter Three I discuss McCarthy’s retirement from live performance
and movement towards object-based practices, which, | argue, extend and
complicate rather than preclude the body of performance work he
established in the 1970s.

Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing were performed and recorded on the

same day in the same building — a vacant hotel, in Pasadena, California - in
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the bedroom and bathroom respectively.! The rooms were separated by a
corridor in which a few invited friends watched as McCarthy crossed the
hall from one room (and one performance) to the next. These video
performances are often paired curatorially, for example in the group
exhibition Under the Big Black Sun: California Art 1974-1981 (discussed in
Chapter Four), Tubbing was played on a television monitor and Sailor’s
Meat was projected onto the wall next to it.> These performances also share
many of the same themes and images. In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing,
McCarthy explores, among other things, gender, sexuality, violence, and
consumer culture, and the signifiers of each as they are written on the body
in performance. McCarthy poses questions about how the body, the gender
of which is often ambiguous or shifting, figures in an environment where
image is all: an inherently violent consumer culture in which images and
ideas are force-fed and prescribed.

These two performances are themselves difficult to stomach, literally
and metaphorically, for both the artist and the audience, and as such are
exemplary of McCarthy’s performance work of the 1970s in a crude,
visceral sense. However, McCarthy’s performances of the 1970s, whilst
produced in an environment of performance-making that engaged identity-
related political concerns, do not appear to have any personal or pre-
established political objectives. Although McCarthy tends to present his
work as somewhat apolitical, or at least coincidently read as a political

statement by subjective reviewers (as discussed in Chapter Three), Cary

! Ulrike Groos, ‘Introduction’, in Paul McCarthy, Videos 1970-1997, ed. by Yilmaz
Dziewior (Cologne: Buchhandlung Walther Kénig, 2003), pp. 18-24 (p. 19).

2 Under the Big Black Sun: California Art 1974-1981, MOCA, Los Angeles, 1 October
2011-13 February 2012.
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Levine has highlighted the firm connections between McCarthy’s work and
that produced by feminist artists in Los Angeles in the 1970s, notably, ‘his
broad focus on power structures and social conditioning’.® The development
of these themes and critiques can be seen clearly in Sailor’s Meat and
Tubbing.

In this introductory section, after a formal description of each of the
works, | set up a number of concepts for approaching Sailor’s Meat and
Tubbing, which are then expanded upon and delineated throughout the
chapter. Firstly, I outline Slavoj Zizek’s concept of objective and subjective
forms of violence, and suggest that they offer a useful framing for the
different modes of violence McCarthy presents in his work. | argue that the
most disturbing aspect of McCarthy’s work in this respect is the muddling
of different categories of violence. McCarthy similarly disorientates his
audience by confusing the semiotic functions of bodily fluids and household
condiments, which | take up in the subsection entitled ‘Ketchup = Blood’
below. Secondly, | outline concepts of the unconscious and trauma as
articulated by Sigmund Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams and Beyond
the Pleasure Principle — namely, traumatic neuroses through which the
subject is repeatedly brought back to the affecting incident — and Cathy
Caruth on the circulation of texts and narratives on trauma as an otherwise
unknowable event. | expand on latent references to psychoanalysis in
McCarthy’s descriptions of his own works, and in work by scholars such as
Kristine Stiles and Amelia Jones, whose established psychoanalytic angle

on McCarthy’s work I extend and complicate. In a later section on the

% Cary Levine, Pay For Your Pleasures: Mike Kelley, Paul McCarthy, Raymond Pettibon
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), p. 25.
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significance of architecture in McCarthy’s performances, it becomes
apparent that the architecture of the body and the structures in which
McCarthy performs draw together the potential personal traumas of the
artist and his audience’s traumatic experience of witnessing his works.
Finally, towards the end of the chapter, I employ elements of Mary
Douglas’ concepts of pollution and taboo, and Julia Kristeva’s work on
abjection, as key contexts to explore the transgressive and potentially
political implications of McCarthy’s performances. Each of these
approaches set up a context for the concluding section of the chapter in
which | offer a comparison of subjective readings of McCarthy’s work:
Barbara T. Smith’s eyewitness account of the live work Hot Dog; and my
close reading of the video of Tubbing.

| suggest that McCarthy’s performances evoke complex systems of
seeing and feeling, and seem to demand a close analysis of the psychical
and physiological experience of witnessing them. Therefore, in contrast to
Chapter One, in which | looked at the context of reception and
dissemination of McCarthy’s performances, in this chapter I focus closely

on a number of pieces that demonstrate the intricacy of his work.

Sailor’s Meat (1975) and Tubbing (1975): Representations of Trauma

and Violence

In Sailor’s Meat, McCarthy performs nude wearing a platinum blonde wig

and bright blue eye shadow, and lounges lasciviously on a bed in the middle
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of a darkened room. After awkwardly putting on black lingerie, he applies
red paint to his penis and buttocks, and spills ketchup and raw meat over his
body and the mattress. He massages and licks the fleshy mass on the bed
and penetrates it using an artificial penis attached to his own using adhesive
dressing. He thrusts the artificial penis into a half-full mayonnaise jar and
after it becomes detached he lies on his back and puts it into his mouth,
forcing it further into his throat until he gags. Moving off the bed, he puts on
a transparent black negligee and climbs onto a small white table. He urinates
on an uncooked sausage placed at the centre and then bends down to lick it.
Finally he drops and smashes the ketchup bottle and mayonnaise jar onto
the floor next to the bed and walks barefoot over the broken glass.*

In Tubbing, McCarthy performs again nude and wears the same
blonde wig and gaudy makeup, which is re-applied at the start of the video
by a female assistant. The artist performs in a bathtub half-filled with water,
playfully splashing and slathering himself with cold cream. Holding a
sausage in one hand, McCarthy pours the contents of an open bottle of
ketchup over the sausage and himself. He applies more cold cream to his
torso, backside, and legs, still brandishing the sausage, which is now
dripping with ketchup. He reaches out of the bathtub and takes a handful of
minced meat from a package resting on the edge of the toilet seat, and
kneads and rolls it on the side of the bath. Drawing the flowered shower
curtain across halfway, he takes a bite of the ground meat, retches and gags,

takes another bite, and retches, this time with his mouth hanging open and

* These descriptions of Sailor’s Meat and of Tubbing are from my own transcription whilst
viewing the videos, access to which was provided by McCarthy’s representing gallery,
Hauser & Wirth. Sailor’s Meat/ Sailor’s Delight, edit #1 (long version) (82:00 min);
Tubbing (27:00 min).
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dripping with saliva. He takes another bite and chews with eyes closed in
concentration, and finally swallows. He drinks ketchup directly from the
bottle and applies it liberally to his groin area before sucking the meat out of
the sausage he has been holding all along. He wraps a bandage around his
groin, tying it around his waist and legs and begins the process of washing
himself in the now filthy bathwater.

As Ralph Rugoff has noted, ‘[flrom early on in his career,
[McCarthy’s] focus on sex and violence has been framed within an abiding
thematic context: the symbolic violence of our social conditioning by the
family and the mass media’.> Whilst McCarthy’s work focuses on sex and
violence and in the process ‘assaults our nice etiquette and systematic
euphemisms’, he is perhaps not intrinsically concerned with breaking taboos
but, rather, exposing and exploring individual experience of symbolic
violence.® I argue for both exposing and exploring because McCarthy’s
work often does not clearly delineate between a critique of violence in the
mass media, and a continuation of such violence in mediatised forms (in
video performance for example). In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, both solo
performances, this exploration is conducted through the violence McCarthy
performs towards himself. In these works, viewers witness McCarthy
simultaneously inflicting his body with pain or discomfort — treading
repeatedly on broken glass, ingesting raw meat — and resisting otherwise
protective or cathartic bodily gestures that might relieve this (desisting the

painful treading or vomiting to expel the food). The result is both a struggle

> Ralph Rugoff, ‘Survey: Mr McCarthy’s Neighbourhood’, in Paul McCarthy, ed. by Ralph
Rugoff (London: Phaidon, 1996), pp. 30-87 (p. 32).
® Ibid.
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within the body to receive and contain this violence, and a symbolic struggle
between the individual and the invisible objective or ‘systemic violence’
that Slavoj Zizek attributes to ‘the often catastrophic consequences of the
smooth functioning of our economic and political systems’.7 | read
McCarthy’s display of inflicting and resisting violence in these
performances in part as a protest against the smooth functioning of
economic and political systems, evidenced in everyday life in the mass
manufacture and consumption of commodities.

Another type of objective violence that Zizek identifies, ‘symbolic
violence’, is embodied in language, whilst a further form, the ‘directly

2

visible “subjective violence™ is the most recognisable in daily life.® The
movement between these different types of violence is represented in
McCarthy’s performances by utilising the body as the vehicle for its display.
Direct and symbolic violence are represented by mixing bodily fluids —
blood, urine, saliva — and materials such as ketchup, hot dogs, raw meat and
mayonnaise, which represent bodily organs and fluids to abstract the body.
Systemic violence might be represented in the way that the performances
are conveyed to audiences as video works, the audience apparently
desensitised and at a remove from any real violence or trauma depicted.
Rugoff’s description of McCarthy’s performances as a response to
the symbolic violence of social conditioning and the mass media appears
only to take into account a formal reading of the work and misses the

potential to explore the direct and systemic violence of the pieces. | aim to

complicate readings of these performances, which have in retrospect

" Slavoj Zizek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (London: Profile Books, 2008), p. 1.
® Ibid.
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become milestones in McCarthy’s performance practice. Sailor’s Meat and
Tubbing might be read as engendering the questions and issues that he
explores throughout his career under three broad themes: the vocabulary of
images and materials established in these performances, which become
symbolic of his wider practice; the implication of performance architectures
that become containers of trauma; and the artist’s relationship to audience
and resistance to cultures of control.

In McCarthy’s performances the instability of reality and artificiality
acts as a kind of violence towards the viewer. Violence, which is merely
suggested or proposed but never fully realised, is ‘latent violence’ as Stiles
suggests, which remains ‘unclear as to what it will become.”® McCarthy
describes his relationship with his audience as inherently tied to

representations of violence:

My work is not a manifestation of violence. | always work with false
violence. There is no element of actual ‘risk’. The motive power
behind the act is psychological. For just one brief moment the public
feels afraid. [...] The spectators find themselves torn between
laughter and terror at the brutality of the act. They laugh at the joke.
But at the same time | know that the moment takes on a brutal
aspect, which makes them uncomfortable. My work is about virtual

brutality, false brutality. It’s one of many forms of violence.'?

% Kristine Stiles, ‘Interview: Kristine Stiles in Conversation with Paul McCarthy’, in Paul
McCarthy, ed. by Ralph Rugoff (London: Phaidon, 1996), pp. 8-29 (p. 13).

10 paul McCarthy, cited in Virginie Luc, ‘The Lonely Ranger, Paul McCarthy’, Janus, 12
(Winter 2002), 137-39 (p. 139).
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McCarthy identifies the violence in his work as ever present but rarely
manifest, and the false representation of violence as a slapstick routine is
used as a kind of joke, which serves to disturb the audience further. His
reference to the possibility of ‘many forms of violence’, reflects the
different levels of violence identified using Zizek’s model of subjective and
objective violence.™

For McCarthy, the ‘concrete reality’ of performance, ‘where you
don’t represent getting shot, you actually get shot’, suggests the physical
wounding of the body, or direct violence.** McCarthy suggests that this kind
of performance, employed by artists such as Chris Burden in the early
1970s, was ‘less interesting’ to him than ‘mimicking, appropriation, fiction,
representation and questioning meaning.’13 McCarthy’s performances,
certainly from the mid-1970s onwards, focus on representations of reality,
mimesis, fantasy and abstract perception. However, by seeking to distance
his work from artists who engage with direct violence, McCarthy does not
distance himself from concrete reality, but rather, performs a traumatic or
symbolic re-experiencing of it.

As discussed in the thesis Introduction, in McCarthy’s work, the
penis is often represented as a detachable limb, and as Amelia Jones
suggests, McCarthy enacts ‘an extended castration narrative’.** That is,
McCarthy repeatedly enacts a symbolic castration, the threat of which,

according to Freud, is ever present (except for the fetishist, whose fetish

Y Ibid.; Zizek, Violence, p. 1.

12 paul McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 14.
3 1bid.

1 Amelia Jones, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body and the Desublimation of Masculinity’,
in Paul McCarthy, ed. by Dan Cameron and Lisa Phillips (New York: New Museum of
Contemporary Art/Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 125-31 (p. 129).
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‘remains a token of triumph over the threat of castration and a protection
against it”)." | discuss the fetish in relation to McCarthy’s work in Chapter
Three, but here | am concerned not with the repeated representation of the
object, but with the repeated representation and confusion of trauma. In
McCarthy’s work, the repeated recoding of contemporary experience is
traumatic potentially for both for the artist and the audience, as McCarthy
admits, what he performs in his work are ‘forgotten memories — my traumas
or possibly someone else’s traumas.”*®

In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud discusses the content and
function of dreams, and how they might be interpreted as symbolic
representations of unconscious desires and forgotten memories. He argues
that ‘[a]ll the material making up the content of a dream is in some way
derived from experience’ — whether or not we recognise it consciously, on
waking — ‘that is to say, has been reproduced or remembered in the
dream’.*” The connection between the material in dreams and our conscious
life, however, must be mediated through interpretation, as Freud cautions;
‘psychical reality’ — represented in dreams and unconscious wishes — ‘is a
particular form of existence not to be confused with material reality.”*®
McCarthy’s refusal or ambivalence to recognise the material that he
represents in his work as belonging to him or relating to others, might be

read through Freud’s understanding of the significance of dreams.

1> Sigmund Freud, ‘Fetishism’ (1927), in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXI (1927-1931) The Future of an
Illusion, Civilization and its Discontents and Other Works, trans. by James Strachey, 24
vols (London: Hogarth Press, 1961), XXI, pp. 152-57 (p. 154).
1 1bid.
7 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. and ed. by James Strachey
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, [1976] 1991), The Penguin Freud Library, 15 vols, VI, p. 69.
Emphasis in original.
18 |bid., p. 782. Emphasis in original.
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Particularly in the use of ketchup and other condiments to symbolise bodily
fluids — but also to represent themselves — McCarthy attempts to destabilise
firm distinctions between psychical and material reality. In many ways — as
we shall see — McCarthy’s performances might be described as depicting a
dream-like state; for example, they are excessively visual (Freud argues that

19, and the symbols

dreams ‘think predominantly in visual images
represented across his oeuvre — most significantly, the adage that ketchup is
the visual equivalent of blood — are consistently asserted across his work.
Furthermore, Freud contends, ‘[d]reams yield no more than fragments of
reproductions’, and only in exceptional cases will a dream represent an
experience ‘with as much completeness as is attainable by our waking

® The seemingly disconnected references in McCarthy’s

memory.’2
performances — sexualised behaviour, consumer products, a distinct lack of
comprehensible verbal language — compounded by a general absence of
narrative in his work, gives the effect that his audience are witnessing a
collection of unconscious desires, private memories, violent urges, or
fragments of a forgotten trauma. As Freud suggests, indeed, ‘[d]reams are
disconnected, they accept the most violent contradictions without the least
objection [and] admit impossibilities’.?* Freud’s study of the unconscious in
The Interpretation of Dreams can be used to explicate the role of the

unconscious in McCarthy’s performances, and to substantiate the seemingly

disorientating, even alienating effects of his work for audiences.

Y Ibid., p. 114.
% |bid., p. 80. Emphasis in original.
2 Ibid., p. 119.
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Freud develops his ideas on dreams further, and particularly in
relation to trauma, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, a key text for my
articulations of trauma in McCarthy’s work. Freud argues that in ‘normal’
subjects, what he calls the ‘reality principle’ works in the unconscious in
balance with the pleasure principle — ‘the method of working employed by

the sexual instincts’??

— for the purposes of self-preservation. The reality
principle does not ‘abandon’ the pursuit or possibility of pleasure, but enacts
a ‘postponement of satisfaction, [...] the temporary toleration of unpleasure
as a step on the long indirect road to pleasure.’”® Freud is concerned here
with the processes by which we experience ‘perceptual unpleasure’, that is,
instances of perceived threat — either external or internal — to the subject,
which trigger the reality principle to modify the pleasure principle
accordingly, such that pleasure can eventually be obtained.?* This process
occurs when the threat of danger is perceived and acknowledged as
dangerous. However, in instances where there is no perceived threat — the
subject is surprised, for example, in a car accident — this can result in what
Freud calls ‘traumatic neurosis’.?® For the purposes of self-preservation, the
traumatic event is repressed, and as Freud suggests, the subject suffering
from traumatic neurosis are generally not be concerned ‘in their waking

lives with memories of their accident’; more likely, ‘they are more

concerned with not thinking of it.”*® Dreams, however, have a significant

?2 Sigmund Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ (1920), in The Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud Vol. XVIII (1920-1922), Beyond the
Pleasure Principle, Group Psychology and Other Works, trans. by James Strachey, 24 vols
(London: Hogarth Press, 1955), XVIII, pp. 7-66 (p. 10).

% Ibid.

2 |bid., p. 11. Emphasis in original.

% Ibid., p. 12.

% Ibid., p. 13. Emphasis in original.
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role in the experiences of traumatic neurotics in that they ‘repeatedly bring
[...] the patient back into the situation of his accident, a situation from

which he wakes up in another fright.”?’

Whilst the event itself is repressed —
the subject wishes to forget it — the unconscious reasserts or repeats it, such
that it is only recognised as traumatic through this repetition. The
compulsion to repeat the trauma may also occur in conscious life, although
the subject ‘cannot remember the whole of what is repressed in him’ — the
trauma may recur as fragments of event — ‘and what he cannot remember
may be precisely the essential part of it.” %

McCarthy’s comments on his own work, and his seeming inability to
identify and distinguish his own subjective experiences from wider culture,
might be explored in relation to trauma. McCarthy repeatedly uses ketchup
in his performances which, as has been established, might represent blood; a
connection perhaps to excessive horror film gore. He repeats various images
and materials from contemporary culture — for example, the seemingly
harmless viscous red condiment — and recodes them as threatening and
potentially dangerous. Moreover, he returns in a number of works — such as
Hot Dog, Sailor’s Meat, and Tubbing, as will be discussed — to the visually
traumatic scene of force-feeding, in which the artist guzzles raw meat,
margarine, and other sticky foodstuffs, to the point of choking and vomiting.
Again, he recodes the productive and pleasurable — the process of eating and
consuming — into something distinctly unpleasurable, compulsive, and for

his audiences, difficult to watch. In my analyses of McCarthy’s

performances, | do not seek to identify the traumas or memories that he is

7 1bid.
% |bid., p. 18.
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representing — this might be an uninteresting and futile exercise, although |
do point to his potential sources of inspiration — but suggest precisely that
the inability to identify these traumas is one of the most affecting elements
of McCarthy’s work. Particularly in the latter part of the chapter I am
interested in how the visibly and viscerally uncomfortable experience of
witnessing the artist’s retching and gagging in performance gets relayed to
and repeated by audiences.

In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History Cathy
Caruth argues that there are two meanings of trauma: the physical wounding
of the body (signified by the visibility of blood or bodily fluids that have
broken through the barrier of the skin); and trauma — in Freudian terms — as
a wound upon the mind.?® In McCarthy’s performances | describe in this
chapter, aspects of both are presented. For Freud, as paraphrased by Caruth,
the wound of the mind ‘is not, like the wound of the body, a simple and
healable event, but rather an event that [...] is experienced too soon, too
unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to
consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the nightmares and
repetitive actions of the survivor.”° Caruth, in turn, seeks to question ‘what
it means to transmit and to theorize [through literary and theoretical texts]
around a crisis that is marked, not by a simple knowledge, but by the ways it
simultanecously defies and demands our witness.”® My claim is that
McCarthy also poses questions about what it means to narrate or re-perform

a trauma, particularly in a context in which the distinctions between

%% Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1996), pp. 3-4.

* Ibid., p. 4.

* Ibid., p. 5.
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inside/outside, artist/audience, and psychic/physical trauma are blurred.
McCarthy’s work refuses these distinctions, and indicates the importance of
reading the body in his work as both a vehicle for representation and always
already itself.

Before moving to a discussion of the use of architecture in
McCarthy’s work, and expanding on characterisations of trauma, I will
outline McCarthy’s use of symbolic and representative bodily fluids in his
work. Raw meat, ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise and other consumables
form a vocabulary of materials that McCarthy uses throughout his work, and
it is in his performances of the 1970s that these recurring components are

established.

Ketchup = Blood: The Vocabulary of Images in Materials and

McCarthy’s Performances of the 1970s

In a series of short, experimental videos from the early 1970s, collectively
known as the Black and White Tapes (1970-75), and including works such
as Pissing, Microphone (1972), Spitting on the Camera Lens (1974) and Shit
Face Painting (1974), McCarthy uses a range of bodily fluids — urine,
saliva, faeces and semen — to perform short Fluxus-style actions to camera.
McCarthy experimented in combining bodily fluids with creative actions
such as painting in a move to critique what Levine has called the ‘overly

gendered art techniques and styles, specifically the presumed machismo of
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abstract expressionism’ or action painting.>? For example, in the video piece
Shit Face Painting, we see the McCarthy shit onto a piece of white paper,
and then spread the excrement over his chest, groin, neck and face. The
artist drags his body over the soiled paper on the floor, and the camera
closes in on his face.®® Perhaps in a gesture that mimics Jackson Pollock’s
painting style of dripping paint onto a canvas on the floor, McCarthy
overemphasises the messiness of action painting to the extreme. For
McCarthy, perhaps the logical conclusion or extension of action painting to
body art is to roll around the floor in his own faeces. Shit Face Painting
extends and critiques the concept of the artist-genius, as McCarthy only
concerns himself with his own existence, and indeed, only deals with
materials of his own making.

Also in the 1970s, McCarthy started using a number of other fluids
and materials in his performances, primarily ketchup, cold cream,
mayonnaise, hot dogs and raw meat. In Hot Dog, McCarthy shaved his body
and smeared himself with mustard, drank ketchup from the bottle and
stuffed hot dog sausages into his mouth to the point of gagging. Although
these materials began to appear frequently in his performances of the 1970s,
they recur in later works, such as Bossy Burger (1992), a video performance
in which McCarthy plays a crazed chef mixing and spreading ketchup and
mayonnaise around the surfaces of the purpose-built set, which is then left
to harden and putrefy. These materials have subsequently become part of

the vocabulary with which his work is discussed. Even when considering

% evine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 91.
% Kristin Schmidt, “Shit Face Painting’, in Paul McCarthy, Videos 1970-1997, ed. by
Yilmaz Dziewior (Cologne: Buchhandlung Walther Kénig, 2003), pp. 78-79.

147



McCarthy’s large inflatable sculptural works later in his career, such as
Daddies Tomato Ketchup Inflatable (2007) — a giant inflatable replica of a
branded ketchup bottle — the use of these messy materials in performance
can be used as both an historical and aesthetic counterpoint to his later
cleaned up object-based works (as discussed in Chapter Three).

The move from using unsimulated bodily fluids — saliva, blood,
urine and faeces — to everyday consumables and foodstuffs marks a shift in
McCarthy’s practice towards an abstraction of the body and the use of
representative materials as metaphors. As Dan Cameron has noted, since the
mid-1970s, ‘McCarthy moved steadily away from the objectified inclusion
of his physical self to embrace the spectacle of the body as a repository of
society’s most closely guarded mores and taboos.”®* In this reading, ketchup
represents blood, mayonnaise represents semen, hot dogs represent the
penis, and ground meat stands in for an uncategorisable fleshy mass. In
Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy uses his own body and bodily fluids
alongside these representative materials, so that metaphors are mixed in
with the concrete presence of the body. Here, the food products represent
bodily fluids and, in the presence of a real body, always also represent
themselves. On one hand, Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing might be read as
exemplary performances which reflect the complex vocabulary of images
and materials used in McCarthy’s work; they also set up one of his
overarching interests, of complicating perceptions of illusion and reality.
They also anticipate bolder statements of cultural critique in later works

such as Bossy Burger and Daddies Tomato Ketchup Inflatable in which

% Dan Cameron, ‘The Mirror Stage’, in Paul McCarthy, ed. by Cameron and Lisa Phillips
(New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art and Hatje Cantz, 2000), pp. 57-63 (p. 60).
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consumer products are placed centre stage, as if in an extended yet
subversive advertising campaign. On the other hand, they position
McCarthy’s performance practice somewhere between the artifice of theatre
(for example, ketchup is used as a stand-in for blood), and the concrete
reality of much performance art (for example, walking bare foot over
broken glass until blood appears). McCarthy also attempts to unsettle and
challenge these binary oppositions by combining bodily fluids and
representative surrogates.

Performance studies scholar Philip Auslander has suggested that in
performance, the body ‘is the locus at which the workings of ideological
codes are perhaps the most insidious and also the most difficult to analyze,
for the performing body is always both a vehicle for representation and,
simply, itself*.> Just as the body in performance occupies multiple semiotic
functions, so do the fluids and materials McCarthy uses in Tubbing and
Sailor’s Meat. McCarthy uses recognisable materials and subverts them,
defamiliarising them from their status as consumer products, and yet never
quite convincing his audience that they are bodily fluids. Similar to his
oscillation between categories of direct, symbolic and systemic violence, the
vocabulary of images and materials in McCarthy’s performances appear to
move fluidly between artifice and concrete reality. And yet, the knowledge
that the thick, red fluid is only ketchup and not blood is little comfort. In a
commonsensical awareness of the obvious artificiality of the performances,
‘conscious of some underlying significance but utterly confused, viewers

are pressed to reflect upon the entrenched values that determine why they

% philip Auslander, From Acting to Performance: Essays in Modernism and
Postmodernism (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), p. 90.
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react the way they do — the standards of decorum that sustain not only the
art world but civilization at large.”*® Whilst McCarthy’s use and subversion
of these materials establishes a visual vocabulary for his work, they also
indicate the slippages between what is believably realistic and what is
clearly fake, and the complications of perceiving these with any certainty.

In Chapter Three I discuss McCarthy’s ambivalence to taking
personal ownership of the objects he selects to use in performance.
Similarly, as noted, McCarthy takes an irreverent stance to ‘gendered art
techniques’ in his early performances in the Black and White Tapes by
utilising and then subverting the ‘machismo’ of Abstract Expressionism by
combining painting with bodily fluids.*” In complicating the ownership of
the ideas and images he uses, McCarthy both seizes authorship of them,
incorporating them violently into his practice, and subverts them, turning
them outwards towards the audience. The result is that in performances such
as Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing it is difficult to locate the sincerity with which
McCarthy declares often violent or traumatic memories as his own as
distinct from those that he locates elsewhere in contemporary culture.
Alongside the often overwhelming physical revulsion induced by these
performances, the particular indecipherability of the violent images
McCarthy presents constitutes some of the more difficult aspects of his
work.

The critical and scholarly reception of McCarthy’s performances of
the 1970s including Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing that have, in retrospect,

become touchstone pieces in the longer narrative of his career, has been

% Levine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 28.
" Ibid., p. 91.
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significant in my research in highlighting connections between his
performance work and later object-based practices. Kristine Stiles’ analysis
and foregrounding of Inside Out Olive Oil (1983) in ‘Imploring Silence,
Words and Performance Essence: A Polemic’, as exemplary of McCarthy’s
oeuvre which, having gone critically unnoticed for some time, opened up a
space for renegotiating earlier performances such as Sailor’s Meat and
Tubbing.®® Stiles’ article proposes two readings of McCarthy’s work. One is
that McCarthy’s performances are perhaps resistant to academic
theorisations; as Levine concurs, ‘McCarthy’s performances were decidedly
anti-intellectual, seemingly haphazard, boorish, and even insane,” and as
such his ‘blatant idiocy soiled the philosophical integrity of many of his
predecessors’ — namely, Allan Kaprow, Vito Acconci, and Bruce Nauman —
‘who even when embracing the irrational were engaged in profound ethical
— if not metaphysical — undertakings.*® However, as Stiles’ essay begins to
show, McCarthy’s work also lends itself well to discussions of the
unconscious, of abjection, trauma, and memory, and provides a useful case
study for looking at these concepts in relation to performance. Similarly, the
role of the audience, of space, the body, artificiality and risk become

integral to discussions of his work.

% Kristine Stiles, ‘Imploring Silence, Words and Performance Essence: A Polemic’, High
Performance, 8.1 (1985), 33-36.
% Levine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 26.
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Architecture of the Body/The Body as Architecture

In an interview with Stiles published in 1996, McCarthy coined the term
‘architecture of the body’ to describe both the body as architecture, a
container of fleshy mass and fluids, and the architectures McCarthy
constructs in which to perform.* Olive Oil offers an example of both; the
structure in which McCarthy performed is shaped like a body, and the
surrogate bodily fluids — ketchup and mustard — represent the otherwise
contained bodily mess. In early sculptural works inspired by 1960s
Minimalism, such as Dead H (1968) and Skull with a Tail (1978), McCarthy
makes reference to the dimensions and containment of the human body.
Dead H, a hollow sculpture in the shape of a capital H, has open ends on
each of the legs so that spectators might peer into the sculpture but not
physically access it (the legs were purposefully too narrow for a human
body to fit inside). In installation, Dead H lies flat on the ground, prostrate
‘like a human being with two legs and two arms.”** Skull with a Tail,
another large, hollow structure consists of a steel cube with a protruding tail
or limb, referencing both animal and human bodies. Perhaps more sculptural
than architectural in emphasis, since neither artist nor audience could move
within these pieces but rather moved around them, they highlight
McCarthy’s interest in creating forms which concern the movement or
containment of the human body. And yet these pieces are void of the

visceral messiness of McCarthy’s performances, usually indicative of fluids

“0 McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 23.
4
Ibid., p. 25.
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that have been released from the body, or structures put in place to contain
them.

McCarthy uses masks as lenses or frames onto the outside world but
also as borders for the body to transgress and spill over. For McCarthy,
masks are inherently performative; when worn and used in performance
they are activated as extensions or containers of the body. McCarthy
characterises these as constructed architectures or spaces in which to
perform. In 1968 he created Looking Out, Skull Card, a simple mask-like
object made from a sheet of card with two round eyeholes, dangling from a
piece of string. McCarthy has said that ‘[t]he eye hole of the mask is similar
to the lens hole of the camera or the frame of the picture. You can’t see
beyond the frame of the hole.”* Olive Oil also includes this third layer of
architecture, in the latex mask McCarthy wears throughout. Although this is
by no means the only performance in which McCarthy wears a mask —
others include Basement Clown (1975), Rocky (1976), and Monkey Man
(1980) — it is unique in that it utilises all three versions of the ‘architecture
of the body’. The mask in this instance both conceals the face of the wearer,
creating an external barrier between the artist and audience, restricting the
view from the outside in, and controls what can be seen through the lens or
frame of the hole from the inside out.

As well as wearing masks to assume a persona in performance,
McCarthy stretches the definition of the mask as a container of the human
body, which he perceives as the architectural quality of masks. In

Halloween (1978), documented in five photographs and published in High

“2 Ibid., p. 16.
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Performance, McCarthy wears a bald full-head mask with thick liquid
oozing from a wound on the top. He bends forward to pull the wound apart
further with both hands, then gripping the mouth, eye-holes, and sides of the
mask with his hands he pulls and contorts the face while the head wound
gapes further still. In the final image the thick, slimy substance from the
wound covers the face and hands which McCarthy holds up with fingers
spread at each side of the face.*® In a series of performances known
collectively as Meat Cake (1974), McCarthy constructs a mask during the
performances by layering ground meat, margarine, and bandages onto his
face, holding it in place with adhesive tape.** He also stuffs some of the
margarine-meat mixture into his mouth, securing it in place with tape. In
Contemporary Cure All (1978) — a collaboration with John Duncan — in
which McCarthy employs a small cast of performers to work alongside him,
a figure (performing as ‘the patient’) lies on a table draped in white cloth to
look like a hospital bed. He wears a rubber mask which is filled with meat,
such that the image of flesh is threefold: a rubber mask, beneath which is
ground meat, and then finally the living flesh of the human body.

This layering of structures that are bound to the body or that contain
the body, is a theme that runs throughout McCarthy’s work. In later video
performances such as Bossy Burger and Pinocchio Pipenose
Householddilemma (1994) McCarthy creates film set-like structures in

which to perform — mostly flimsy wooden sets, built with little effort to

*% Paul McCarthy, Halloween, 310ctober 1978, Pasadena, California, High Performance,
1.4 (1978), 41-43.

* The performances in the Meat Cake series are titled: Meat Cake #1, Flowered Dress;
Meat Cake #2, White Slip; Meat Cake #3, Blond Wig; Meat Cake #4, Prelude; and Meat
Cake #5.
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conceal the artificiality of their construction. The characters McCarthy
performs in these pieces do not leave the architectures but are trapped
within them; the only pathways they can follow are those which have been
laid out for them within the restricted space.”> When exhibited as an
installation the Bossy Burger set is displayed along with accumulated
leftovers from the performance — bottles, decaying meat, milk, mayonnaise
and ketchup — and the video-taped performance displayed on monitors.*®
Similarly, in Pinocchio the characters never leave the house in which they
perform: the house becomes a place where ‘[p]aranoia and psychosis breed’;
McCarthy describes them as ‘very much associated with the reality within a
house as absurdity. The construct of reality and absurdity.”*’

With these later performances extending and expanding McCarthy’s
interest in the body as architecture, scholars began to look back to his earlier
performances to determine models of interpretation that could be applied
across his wide-ranging career. In a catalogue essay for a major
retrospective exhibition of McCarthy’s work 2000, Amelia Jones takes
Olive Oil as a starting point for thinking about McCarthy’s uses of
‘conceptual and material space (the architectural and the embodied) which
intersect the social (sublimation/architecture) with the individual

(repression/body).”*® Jones suggests that:

If architectural spaces represent the civilizing influence — the weight

of the law and the structuring force of institutions (versus the chaos

4 Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 18, 19.

*® Johannes Lothar Schroder, ‘Bossy Burger’, in Paul McCarthy, Videos 1970-1997, ed. by
Yilmaz Dziewior (Cologne: Buchhandlung Walther Kénig, 2003), pp. 118-25 (p. 125).

*7 Stiles, “Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 19.

*8 Jones, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body’, p. 126.
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of open space outside the walls of buildings and rooms), that which,
like the mask/hole of the camera, contains — then bodies, too, can be
seen — like the ego itself — as containers for the chaos of subjective
interiority (associated with femininity or some other dimension of

otherness).*°

For Jones, the body is a restrictive container for an otherwise chaotic and
messy subjectivity as much as the physical architecture in which McCarthy
performs. Though this is not a neat container by any means; the boundaries
of the body in McCarthy’s performances are presented primarily for the
purpose of being transgressed. Even the audience may find that in watching
McCarthy’s works their own bodily limits are reached (as discussed later in
this chapter).

The psychoanalytic lens Jones uses to approach McCarthy’s work
‘explores, and ultimately reverses, the dual and interlinked processes of
sublimation and repression’, and is taken up in 2011 by Anna-Lena Werner,
who characterises McCarthy’s videos and installations as frames for
trauma.*® In performances of the 1980s and 1990s such as Olive Oil, Bossy
Burger and Pinnocchio, Werner writes, McCarthy ‘invites his audience to
witness and experience trauma via a restrictive and claustrophobic
architecture, while also he imprisons his protagonists in such.”®

Subsequently, ‘the artist increases an awareness of the traumatic potential

* Ibid. Emphasis in original.

* Ipid.

*! Anna-Lena Werner, ‘Architecture as Frame for Trauma Video Installations by Paul
McCarthy’, Performance Research, 16.1 (2011), 153-63 (p. 153).
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therein, and [...] underlines architecture’s performativity.’52 For Werner, the
restrictive and often claustrophobic architectures that contain McCarthy’s
performances are experienced by audiences as inherently traumatic, which
returns to an important question which McCarthy explores throughout his
work: to whom do these traumas belong?*® In video performances such as
Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy performs solitary acts of simulated
violence on his own body, using a mixed vocabulary of bodily fluids and
other substances. Whilst for the audience the video might in itself be
unsettling to watch (traumatic in that they appear to be watching the
obsessive, repetitive actions of a trauma survivor or in Freud’s terms, a

. . ;54
‘traumatic neurotic’

), the risk of physical harm for an audience member is
low. In live performances such as Hot Dog, or pieces that employ large-
scale external architectures in performance and installation, the experience
of trauma is expanded outwards to contain the entire performance-audience
space.

Taking Freud’s characterisation of trauma in Beyond the Pleasure
Principle as the ‘unwitting reenactment of an event that one cannot simply
leave behind’, Caruth theorises trauma as ‘much more than a pathology, or
the simple illness of a wounded psyche’, but ‘always the story of a wound
that cries out, that addresses us in an attempt to tell us of a reality or truth

that is not otherwise available’.>® Trauma is not located in the initial, violent

event, ‘but rather in the way that its very unassimilated nature [...] returns

52 |hi
Ibid.

>3 Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 14.

* Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, p. 13.

% Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 4.

157



to haunt the survivor later on’.>® In McCarthy’s performances there is some
confusion about whether the artist is re-enacting a personally traumatic
experience, an imagined one, or whether the disturbing repetition of certain
gestures and movements (force-feeding, retching and vomiting, for
example) act as an indexing of wider cultural traumas. Such traumas might
range from the Vietnam War (an instance of direct, objective violence in
Zizek’s terms) to the systemic violence of capitalism in which, as Levine
points out, the alignment of sex and food consumption (which McCarthy
explicitly portrays in Tubbing and Sailor’s Meat) is prevalent in U.S.
advertising of the 1970s, but at the same time profoundly taboo.>’ The
architectures in which the performances are presented as structures of
containment; audience members who feel uneasy at watching the
performances retain this experience of witnessing and potentially repeat the
gestures of trauma ad nauseam.

The use of various structures which frame or contain the body, such
as masks, sets, or the camera lens, indicate that the ‘architecture of the
body’ is a consistent theme in McCarthy’s work. In his humanoid sculptures
and kinetic installations of the 1980s and 1990s (discussed in Chapter
Three), McCarthy creates structures to perform as surrogates for the human
body, which have their own relationship to trauma. For example, the objects
used in performance and packed away in The Trunks (1983) are recognised,
in their battered state, as detritus having survived acts of violence in
performance. Similarly, the mechanical figures in The Garden (1992) are

repaired and eventually replaced, worn out from the repetitive and

* Ibid.
%" Levine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 121.
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continuous labour of performance. In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy
employs various means of layering reality and artificiality, although, as ever
in McCarthy’s work, the boundary between the two is thinly veiled though
no less unsettling. Whilst Werner relates McCarthy’s performances to
trauma and memory — personal, cultural, or otherwise — McCarthy also takes
inspiration from dreams, for example in the video performance Karen
Ketchup Dream (1975) and in short poetic texts written for Sailor’s Meat
and Tubbing (discussed in Chapter One).*® The ‘architecture of the body’ in
the context of McCarthy’s performances can be defined in terms of framing
devices imposed on the body which McCarthy consistently stretches and
punctures, traversing the boundary between reality and the imaginary. As an
architectural concept, the body, too, is both restrictive and permeable, which

‘needs to be theatrically broken and opened.”™

Paul McCarthy’s Theatre of Regression

In his analysis of McCarthy’s performances of the 1970s, Rugoff suggests

that:

Carrying out one-man orgies with condiments that substituted for
excrement, sperm and blood, McCarthy enacted a theatre of

regression: smearing his body parts, choking on hot dog penises,

*8 Short writings entitled ‘Dream 1971” and ‘Sweet Meat. March 1975° were published in
High Performance, 1.2 (1978), p. 45.
% Werner, ‘Architecture as Frame for Trauma’, p- 153.
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vomiting, fucking mayonnaise jars, he pictured a body whose
borders were collapsing, whose insides seemed to be gushing out as
though its thin bag of skin had ruptured, unleashing a landscape of

garbage in which the self’s boundaries dissolved.®

Rugoff refers specifically to solo performances in which McCarthy employs
the variety of materials and substances described, evoking an orgy of mass-
produced food stuffs and the ingestions, expulsions and collapsing borders
of the body in performance. Carolee Schneemann’s piece Meat Joy (1964),
in which a group of performers — eight men and women — roll around on the
floor, embracing each other and writhing around amongst raw chicken, fish,
sausages, paint, sheets of plastic and scraps of paper, provides a valuable
context for McCarthy’s works, in the use of food, naked bodies and wild,
chaotic abandon. In Schneemann’s piece, the performers’ bodies, raw meat
and dead fish become interlinked, and the multiple bodies — human and non-
human — on display become interchangeable. In McCarthy’s works from the
1970s, more often than not he performs alone, his body acting as a site of
exchange between concrete reality (flesh and blood), and the symbols of
consumerism (meat and ketchup). Levine writes of the disparity between the
two artists’ works: ‘Meat Joy was meant to be visceral, communal,
celebratory, and authentic’, whereas Sailor’s Meat ‘is private
(masturbatory), deranged, and detached, this last effect enhanced by the use

of video instead of live performance’, meaning that the live audience’s

% Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 33. Emphasis added.
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viewing is technologically mediated.®* The celebratory air of liberation in
Schneemann’s work is almost completely lacking in McCarthy’s; his
performances point towards a society of containment and repression, hence
the violent, obsessive, and sadistic behaviour depicted in his performances.
As discussed above, Jones describes the architectures in which McCarthy
performs as a having a ‘civilizing influence’, as they contain the chaos of
the body, and the body itself acts as a container for the ‘chaos of subjective
interiority’.%? In his theatre of regression, as Rugoff terms it, McCarthy’s
selected icons of American consumer culture no longer refer to themselves
but also to the bodies that produce and consume them, and are moulded so
as to resemble or act in communication with the human body. At the same
time, the structure of the body collapses and merges with the representative
materials, thus disturbingly muddling, as Levine points out, the suggestion
of food consumption with sex/body consumption.®

In Rugoff’s characterisation, regression might be read as the
deterioration of the body as an image, a theatrical, staged construct, or
cultural and aesthetic icon. In McCarthy’s performances the use of ketchup
to represent blood, mayonnaise to represent semen, raw meat to represent
excrement or flesh (but also as themselves), indicate the bodily spillages and
collapsing borders that Rugoff suggests. However, because of their
proximity to the live, performing body of the artist, these metaphors exist in
tension with the possibility that they will in turn induce actual bodily

spillages, retching, choking or vomiting. This happens to the artist at several

® evine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 120.
82 Jones, ‘Paul McCarthy’s Inside Out Body’, p. 126.
% evine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 120.
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points throughout Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, and in Hot Dog; McCarthy
similarly explores the limits of the body by force-feeding or dangerously
restricting the means by which food can leave his body, which also has a
nauseating effect on his audience. In these works, McCarthy continually
destabilises the boundaries between the visual and the affective, between
performer and audience, and more broadly between concrete reality and
tricks of perception.

Rugoff has noted that in McCarthy’s work there is ‘an intense,
almost unbearably personal quality to the symbolic acts of mutilation and
debasement’, however, ‘[wlhat is missing is any sense that this work
articulates a confessional, or specifically personal, psychology.’64 Rugoff
points to one of the contradictions inherent in McCarthy’s solo
performances, but which might also be applied to his work more broadly.
As described later in this chapter, the intensely visceral and often alienating
experience of watching McCarthy’s performances is matched by a sense of
intimacy, supportiveness or duty of care for the artist as he endures physical
or psychological discomfort. The missing ‘confessional, or specifically
personal, psychology’ Rugoff writes about is potentially more distressing
for audiences, given that his ‘symbolic acts of mutilation and debasement’
are just that; symbolic, perhaps even gratuitous, in the face of the physical
wounding of the body (or bodies, as in war), or the socio-political violence
of oppression or inequality.

Schneemann’s Meat Joy was, as Levine states, ‘directly linked to the

sexual politics of the 1960s’, with the ‘explicit goal [of achieving] freedom

% Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 35.
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from repression’.65 McCarthy’s work seemingly ‘stands in direct
confrontation’ with this sentiment, and rather than inviting viewers to
‘participate in a collective liberation [...] McCarthy baits his viewer into a
situation of psychological, perceptual, and moral ambiguity.’66 In this case,
where the presence of an explicit personal element to the work might be
cause for concern (heightening perhaps the audience’s sense of care for the
artist), the lack or rejection of any deeper meaning becomes in itself a point
of frustration. Perhaps the most useful description here is Levine’s concept
of McCarthy baiting his audience by seeming to reinforce one set of
assumptions (the content and psychological impact of the work is derived
from a disturbed mind or traumatic experience), whilst lurching towards the
opposite conclusion (that the body is merely a vehicle for representing
symbolic and societal ills).

It is surprising then that Rugoff suggests that ‘[iJn McCarthy’s work
the human body is pre-eminently a social body, a metaphor for systems and
conventions that define our world.”®" It is perhaps convenient to politicise
McCarthy’s work by abstracting his body in performance, since it shuts
down potentially more difficult modes of producing meaning, such as the
possibility of reading his works as confessional. In the Conclusion to the
thesis, 1 unpack some of the processes behind McCarthy’s more recent
installations, such as WS (2013) at the Park Avenue Armory in New York.
In particular, the structure in which the artists’ team perform is a replica of

McCarthy’s childhood home, albeit, McCarthy suggests, a decision initially

® evine, Pay For Your Pleasures, p. 120.
% 1bid.

87 Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 35.
163



made unconsciously.?® In his account of building the installation, McCarthy
unearths a realisation, or memory, that his parents both died in his childhood
home. Although the installation itself — an orgiastic re-reading of Disney’s
character Snow White — might be seen as a vehicle for cultural critique, the
emergence of the painful personal elements of the piece indicates
McCarthy’s refusal to offer stable categories of producing meaning.
Personal trauma is mixed in with the fallout from wider cultural issues (the
sexualisation of children, for example), thus destabilising the sincerity and
sensitivity with which McCarthy deals with this material. Central to the
critical messiness of McCarthy’s performances is precisely this
destabilisation of reality and fantasy. This is played out in his performances
of the 1970s in the muddling of real bodily fluids with foodstuffs and
condiments, and the performing body as both a confessional body and a
vehicle for the expression of social conventions. This muddling
disorientates somewhat formalistic readings which ‘tidy’ McCarthy’s work
into set categories of art. As | argue, McCarthy’s wide-ranging artistic
practice is often difficult to pin down to a linear, chronological
development, or to a singular and coherent political critique.

By characterising his performances as a theatre of regression Rugoff
implies that McCarthy uses theatrical approaches to performance, and
McCarthy himself describes his work as ‘a kind of theatre’, by which he
means ‘the use of representation.’®® McCarthy sets up a dichotomy in his

work, as noted earlier, between performance ‘as concrete reality’, and

% paul McCarthy, ‘In Conversation: Paul McCarthy’s WS at the Armory’, YouTube, Park
Avenue Armory, 24 June 2013 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SWQ8JISP1sk>
[accessed 25 February 2014].

6 McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 14.
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performance as a process of ‘mimicking, appropriation, fiction,
representation and questioning meaning’.’® With this in mind, McCarthy
developed a unique performance style that combined elements of both
‘concrete reality’ and theatrical artifice. Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing might be
read as pivotal performances in which McCarthy uses elements of concrete
reality and clarity at the fringes of the work — for example at the beginning
and at the end where he exposes the structures of pretence by employing
bodily fluids and processes; vomiting, urinating, bleeding — which frame the
performances as dream-like sequences, a series of interlinked images and
movements to create a narrative between them.

For example, in Tubbing we see an assistant applying makeup to the
artist’s face and the camera zooms in to capture a close-up of the artist
before the main action of the performance. In this quiet moment, McCarthy
alternates between looking directly at the camera and looking shyly away as
if unable to hold the viewer’s gaze. In Sailor’s Meat, McCarthy begins the
performance sitting on the bed facing away from the camera, looking coyly
at it over his shoulder. In the opening sequence he puts on women’s lingerie
and pulls at the skin around his nipples as if trying to force his body into a
more desirous female shape. By contrast, the performances end with more
violent actions which puncture the imagery of the dream-like sequences that
precede it. In Tubbing, McCarthy begins to wash himself in the dirty
bathwater, cleaning off the cream and ketchup that were so integral to the
development of the piece. The cameraperson slowly backs away, as if

separating this cleansing ritual (the return to normality, sanitised culture,

0 1bid.
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and to ZiZiek’s concept of systemic violence) from the action of the
performance. In Sailor’s Meat, McCarthy urinates on and then licks a
sausage that he ‘finds’ on a bedside table, and then walks barefoot over the
broken glass that he has smashed on the floor in a gesture of direct violence.
These two instances of using or evoking bodily fluids (urine and blood) and
employing sensorial actions (taste and pain) in performance are set apart
from his use of representational fluids. The pieces develop through a series
of images as a play on visuality, beginning with artifice and moving through
to concrete reality.

Chris Burden’s Shoot (1971) — in which the artist had a friend shoot
him in the arm with a gun in a gallery space — is particularly useful for
highlighting the difference between implied or represented violence and
direct, physical violence which punctures or opens the skin. McCarthy
constantly destabilises these categories by using theatrical representations of
violence in a chaotic, slapstick manner, or with slow deliberate movements
— which are quite clearly excluded from Burden’s performances — and
engaging with the risk of violence, for example, the risk that he might
vomit, choke, fall, or cut himself during performance. Burden’s seemingly
deadpan style of documenting his works by offering concise written
summaries and a few documentary photographs (as noted in Chapter One)
led curator Paul Schimmel to describe his performances as ‘viscerally
reductive actions’ that ‘preclude subsequent distortions by viewers’.”* The

violence of McCarthy’s performance is more complex. John C. Welchman

™ Paul Schimmel, ‘Leap into the Void: Performance and the Object’, in Out of Actions:
Between Performance and the Object 1949-1979, ed. by Paul Schimmel (London: Thames
and Hudson, 1998), pp. 17-119 (p. 97).
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has said of McCarthy’s performances; ‘[w]e know [the violence is] fake, but
we enter [into the act of viewing] with the fakery. On the other hand there
are moments when our consciousness of the simulation and incessant set-up
is put into suspension.’’® The threat of violence lies not in McCarthy’s
actions (his brand of violence is almost always a simulation, however
convincing the special effects) but in his ability to make his audience
question their perception of and ability to distinguish between reality and
simulation.

McCarthy destabilises perceptions of reality not only through
images, but also through sound, adding to the disorientating, visceral nature
of his works. His often non-linguistic mutterings and characteristic whining
sounds create a disconcerting narrative of his journey through the
performances; it is often difficult to tell if he is in pain, enjoying himself or
indifferent to the presence of an audience or video camera. Where snatches
of identifiable words and phrases can be heard, there is a temptation to seize
on these moments of clarity as anchored in reality in an otherwise
disorienting environment. For example, at the end of Sailor’s Meat, when
the artist walks over broken glass he says (among other indecipherable
sounds), ‘ooh crazy, Jesus, eating each other?’ ‘I don’t like you’, and ‘oh, I
don’t think so.”” Rather than reading these phrases as somehow narrating,
giving evidence or an explanation for the painful actions of walking over
broken glass, they might be paired as identifiable and seemingly ‘readable’

moments that the artist gifts his audience with.

"2 John C. Welchman, ‘Paul McCarthy in Conversation with John C. Welchman — Risks
Between: Trauma and Studio, Tape and World’, in The Aesthetics of Risk, ed. by John C.
Welchman (Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2008), pp. 314-46 (p. 321).

" These phrases are transcribed from my own viewing of the video.
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The implicit ‘problem’ of falsehood, fakery, pretence and simulation
belongs — it seems — to theatre. In my analysis of McCarthy’s work
alongside characterisations of theatricality, | suggest a need to look beyond
visual culture in order to implicate critical apparatuses to deal with fakery
and simulation. In her article ‘Radicalism and the Theatre in Genealogies of
Live Art’, Beth Hoffmann explores the terminology used to describe and
separate theatrical performance from experimental performance practices
such as live art, and highlights the implications of their longstanding
‘opposition”.”* She suggests ‘suspending the language of rupture and break’
whereby theatre represents established, authoritarian modes of performance
making, and performance art and live art represent a radical divergence
from this, and other ‘normative’ modes of cultural expression, such as visual
art.” In this way, Hoffmann’s article helps to make a case for reconnecting
McCarthy with legacies or terminologies of theatre. Whilst Hoffmann looks
primarily at the roots of live art in the UK relative to theatre, ‘to activate
different avenues of historical remembering and networks of aesthetic
kinship and solidarity’, a discussion of visual art also feeds into this,
particularly since ‘live art has generally preferred a fine art to a theatre
genealogy’.”® Citing RoseLee Goldberg’s definition of performance art as
‘live art by artists’ — mirroring Linda Frye Burnham’s definition of ‘live

517

performance created by visual artists’"' — Hoffmann suggests that live artists

in the UK share the idea of ‘breaking free of [...] dominant media like

™ Beth Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre in Genealogies of Live Art’, Performance
Research, 14.1 (2010), 95-105.
" Ibid., p. 99.
" Ibid., p. 100.
" Linda Frye Burnham, ‘High Performance, Performance Art, and Me’, TDR: The Drama
Review, 30. 1 (Spring 1986), 15-51 (p. 15).
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painting and sculpture [and] acting against the constraints of the museum
and gallery systems’.78 However, the term ‘performance art’, such as it had
come to mean live performance by visual artists, became untenable, as |
argued in Chapter One within the parameters of High Performance
magazine and the unwieldiness of performance art’s influence from other
disciplines. Similarly, Hoffmann illustrates this with the example of the
National Review of Live Art (UK) which originally began in the late 1970s
as the Midland Groups® Performance Art Platform.” The change in title,
Hoffmann suggests, was to indicate that the ‘initially generative concept of
“performance art” [...] itself had become a rigid category to be resisted.”®
As such, live art has come to mean ‘a rejection of single art form practice’,™
and therefore was ‘not a form at all but a reserved site of interdisciplinarity
[...] that eschews institutionalized recognizability. 82

Hoffmann’s discussion of these terms can be used to complicate
definitions of theatrical or experimental performance in McCarthy’s work,
and more specifically the applicability of methods drawn from theatre and
performance studies in my own analysis. Trained as a painter, McCarthy
became interested in using performance to extend his artistic practice in the
1960s, and in the 1970s it provided a viable way to communicate his ideas.
Early action-based works, such as a series of black paintings he created

using his hands and then burned and destroyed in 1966, and his first public

performance in 1967, where he destroyed furniture on stage with a friend at

® RoseLee Goldberg, cited in Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre’, p. 100.
" Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism in the Theatre’, p. 100.
80 yp:
Ibid.
8 |ois Keidan, cited in ibid., p. 101.
8 Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre’, p. 101.
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the University of Utah,®® indicate McCarthy’s interest in destruction as a
creative force. In some ways this illustrates Goldberg’s suggestion that
performance might be used as ‘a weapon against the conventions of
established art’.®* However, given the trajectory of McCarthy’s use of
performance throughout his career — as | discuss, encompassing live work,
video, objects and sculpture, Kinetic installations, and large multimedia
projects — his employment of performance seems not to indicate a radical
break or divergence from other modes of visual art practice, but as a
context-specific engagement with the form as it changes over time.
McCarthy’s multi-disciplinary practice might be said to evade
definition, and at times it seems inadequate to describe him as a
performance artist when he no longer makes live works or videos — although
as | will argue, his strategy of performance-making informs and influences
his wider art practice. However, I am wary of associating McCarthy’s work
formally with UK live art, which, as Hoffmann reiterates, ‘emerges not from
a model of positive affinity and formal resemblance among works but from
a principle of non-identity’, and perhaps has a ‘lack of definition outside the
negation, subversion or transgression of a received practice or set of
practices’.®> McCarthy does work across forms and genres of art, returning
to practices as and when they become viable, but rather than work in
between or at the margins of more traditional art forms as live artists do,

McCarthy works within categories of received practice, and complicates

8 paul McCarthy, ‘Paul McCarthy’, in California Video: Artists and Histories, ed. by
Glenn Phillips (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute and J. Paul Getty Museum, 2008),
pp. 170-73 (p. 170).

8 Goldberg, cited in Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre’, p. 100.

8 Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre’, pp. 101-02.
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how they relate to and inform each other. For example, in his performance
objects and Kinetic installations discussed in Chapter Three, McCarthy blurs
the boundaries of object and subject, such that an object with seemingly
‘human’ qualities (movement, facial features, sexual urges), might also be
conceived of as a performing subject and stand-in for the artist. Through
Hoffmann’s argument therefore, it is perhaps possible to reclaim — rather
than disavow — the relevance of theatre in experimental performance, and in
McCarthy’s work in particular.

Nonetheless, the consideration of McCarthy’s practice relative to
live art in the UK as a strategy of transgressing categories of performance is
not altogether fruitless. UK live art’s relationship with theatre and visual art
histories, anxiousness over terminology and resistance to assumed
ideologies informs my analysis of McCarthy’s use of both ‘theatrical’ and
‘experimental’ performance strategies in the 1970s. Specifically, it troubles
the assumptions of what these terms mean in theory and in practice. Citing
Jon McKenzie in Perform or Else, Hoffmann points to the fact that the
continued ‘valorization of liminal transgression’, or that which guards the
definition of live art has become normative.*® This certainly has
implications for the practice and development of UK live art, but also for
my analysis and categorisation of McCarthy’s work. It destabilises any
conclusion that McCarthy’s multi-disciplinary practice — and in relation to
performance more specifically, the mixing of theatrical and experimental
factors — is a radical act. In Chapter Three I argue that in his object-based art

and installations McCarthy seems to be exercising and developing his skills

8 Jon McKenzie, cited in ibid., p. 103.
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of evasion, seemingly refusing to acknowledge the social and political
implications of his work. In this way he takes on a position of non-identity,
of in-betweenness, even indecision in terms of allegiance to theatre or visual
art, but often with a distinct lack of sincerity. McCarthy refuses easy
conclusions to be drawn about his work, and yet a conclusion of irresolution
is perhaps similarly unsatisfactory because of the normativity of
‘liminality’.

Working within and across the binary of theatricality as artificial and
experimental performance as somehow more radical or ‘real’, Hoffmann
points out that both ‘[nJew wave playwrights like John Osborne and
underground performance artists like Jeff Nuttall of The People Show have
all vied for the status of being “more real” than the older, “more fake”
literary theatre tradition from which they were breaking away’.87 Hoffmann
emphasises the presumed opposition in terms of fixity and liveness of

(113

‘literary/dramatic’  performance and alternative”  traditions  of
performance’, whereby forms such as live art are thought to be somehow
more ‘live’ than the fixed, frozen or petrified conditions of traditional
theatre. ‘Perhaps ultimately’, Hoffmann suggests, ‘this leads to a troubling
fetishizing of tradition-as-form rather than a critique of the kind of cultural
authority that validates and authenticates what counts as “traditional””.%®

In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy mixes elements of the
fixed, stable, and the traditional — for example, the donning of costume and

make up to indicate the assumption of a more or less ‘theatrical’ role, and

pausing at points during the performance to assume dramatised poses or to

8 Hoffmann, ‘Radicalism and the Theatre’, p- 104.
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emphasise certain movements or moments (just in case the audience failed
to ‘get it”) — with more ‘realistic’ live actions that indicate the vulnerability
of the body and the potential of actual risk, such as walking over broken
glass, and ingesting raw meat to the point of vomiting. This approach to
making performance complicates the notion of tradition versus
experimentation, and theatre versus performance art, as McCarthy refuses to
work solely within one category, or within the limiting vocabulary of either.

As he states:

the definition of performance as only being real or performance as
reality is limiting; psychologically or perceptually I found myself

giving it a new reality. [...] | suspect that that suspension of belief

does exist within viewers, even though they cling to the conscious
interpretation that ketchup is ketchup. I suspect that they’re

disturbed when ketchup is blood.”®

Rugoff’s characterisation of McCarthy’s performance style as a ‘theatre of
regression’ suggests an affinity with the semiotics of the theatre, but also
perhaps a failure to commit to the form.”® McCarthy insists that the actuality
of the performance lies within the perceptions and the bodily experience of
both the artist and the audience, but he offers no resolution or structure to

the experience such that there might be a stable alliance between them.

8 McCarthy, cited in Stiles, ‘Interview: Stiles in Conversation with McCarthy’, p. 14.
% Rugoff, ‘Survey’, p. 33.
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Ritual and Performance

In 1983, McCarthy’s performances of the 1970s became more widely
recognised as part of what Thomas McEvilley characterised as ‘a
modernized shamanic style’.91 McEvilley’s article ‘Art in the Dark’ was
published in Artforum and explored performance art as a series of abject,
body-oriented works and ritual actions, which often used the naked body in
close proximity with earthly or animal materials. McEvilley connected the
work of McCarthy, among others, including Linda Montano, Chris Burden,
Kim Jones, and Mary Beth Edelson, to Dionysian myth and ritual
representing ‘the unconscious, in which all things flow into and through one
another’, and its realisation in Greek tragic theatre.*” He also connected
these artists’ work to performance art practices of the previous two decades,
such as the ritual actions of the Vienna Actionists, Glinter Brus, Otto Muehl,
Hermann Nitsch, and Rudolf Schwarzkogler, working primarily in the
1960s and early 1970s, and Schneemann’s Meat Joy (1964). As well as
identifying the appropriation of myth and ritual, secular and religious forms,
as a link between classical theatre and performance art, McEvilley divides
this body of work into two broad categories: ‘those that select from the
neolithic sensibility of fertility and blood sacrifice, and those that select
from the paleolithic sensibility of shamanic magic and ordeal.”®® Often, he
suggests, the two strains mix, but both ‘may be seen as expressions of the

desire, so widespread in the ‘60s and early ‘70s, to reconstitute within

! McEvilley, ‘Art in the Dark’, p. 66.
% Ibid., p. 65.
% Ibid.
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Modern civilization something like an ancient or primitive sensibility of
oneness with nature.”® Retrospectively this characterisation appeals to ideas
of a countercultural utopia of achieving ‘oneness with nature’, but the
performances to which McEvilley refers, including McCarthy’s, indicate
instead an eternal struggle to return to this utopian state, and perhaps the
impossibility of doing s0.%®

An alternate characterisation of this ‘return’ to an earlier context or
form of art is offered by Hal Foster in The Return of the Real, not in
celebration of the utopian possibilities of the return, but the critical
possibilities of abject art as employed by successive generations of artists.*

Invoking the opposition of Surrealist artist André Breton, the so-called

5997
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juvenile victim™' involved in an Oedipal game’, and the ‘excrement-

»98

philosopher’™ Georges Bataille, Foster offers an oppositional stance on
what ‘the artifice of abjection offers us’: to ‘act like juvenile victims [...]
provok[ing] the paternal law as if to ensure that it [is] still there’ (in other
words, ‘[t]o act dirty with the secret wish to be spanked’); or ‘to wallow in
shit with the secret faith that the most defiled might reverse into the most
sacred, the most perverse into the most potent’.99 McCarthy’s performances
of the 1970s might be described as the latter in this instance. Foster refers to

McCarthy explicitly as an ‘obscene clown’ who ‘mock[s] the paternal

law’.*® In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy does indeed ‘wallow’ in

* Ibid.

% |bid.

% Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century
(Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 1996).
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filth, perhaps in an effort to reach out to some of the most human feelings of
his audience: feelings of disgust and revulsion. Interestingly, in his later
object-based works, McCarthy’s focus seemingly switches to the former. He
provokes or seemingly tests the boundaries of taste within art institutions (as
seen in his installation pieces The Garden [1992], discussed in Chapter
Three, and WS [2013], discussed in the Conclusion), not necessarily to
disrupt the social order, but to ‘ensure that it [is] still there’.*®* Whilst
switching between two different critical registers might account in part for
the non-linear development of McCarthy’s artistic practice, a consistent
factor throughout his work, I argue, is what Foster calls ‘[t]he mimesis of
regression’, the ‘[i|nfantilist personae’ or ‘anarchic child’.*? McCarthy’s
consistent and yet varied portrayal of this ‘regression’ is not a condition to
which he has been resigned, but an active critical stance that affords him the
impression of indifferent or buffoonish behaviour. This may, in fact,
represent McCarthy’s perceptive critique of contemporary culture.

In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy performs primarily in the
nude, an aspect of ritual-inspired performance art which might be identified
as an attempt at a return to nature. However McCarthy’s work also refers to
the nude in histories of Western art, or more specifically the female nude, an
irony which is not lost in Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, in which he variously
performs a feminised, infantilised, or castrated male body. McCarthy also
refers to blood, albeit superficially, in his use of ketchup and to human flesh
in raw ground meat, referencing both American consumer culture and the

Christian Eucharist in which the body and blood of Christ is represented by

191 |bid. Emphasis in original.

102 1hid.
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wine and bread. If McCarthy enacts or references rituals in performance,
then it is an essentially postmodern ritual that mixes the religious and the
secular, and the ancient and the contemporary. Patrice Pavis has said of the
survival of ritual that theatre ‘barely disengaged itself from rite and
ceremony’ as it maintains the separation of performers and spectators and
takes place within a symbolic space or institution; as a result, for Pavis
theatre ‘seek[s] desperately to return to them’, as if its connection to ‘sacred
theatre [...] were its only chance of surviving its contact with the mass arts
of the industrialized age’.103 McCarthy’s performances of the 1970s might
be read, as McEvilley characterises them, as related to ancient ritual and
contemporary artistic practices, but also as Pavis defines the condition of
late-twentieth-century theatre, to a liminal space between ritual and
modernised technologies of performance.

The spaces in which McCarthy performs Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing,
a bedroom and bathroom respectively, are private spaces in which the rituals
of everyday life take place, usually locked away from public view. The
architectures in which McCarthy performs and his exploration of the body
itself as architecture elevates and sanctifies the everyday, and he
simultaneously presents the body as abject, a chaotic or polluting force that
defiles an otherwise sanitised cultural environment. In her book Purity and
Danger, Mary Douglas discusses the concepts of pollution and taboo, and
the way in which, since the nineteenth century, social fears of dirt and

disorder shape and influence modes of controlling transgressive subjects and

103 patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis, trans. by
Christine Shantz (Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1998), p. 317.
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behaviour.'® Much like Zizek’s notion of systemic violence, the
‘catastrophic consequences’ of which are the elimination of agency and
potentially productive transgressions from societal norms,'®® Douglas’
conceptualisation of dirt as disorder — ‘the old definition of dirt as matter out
of place’ — has a similarly totalitarian theme.'®® Not only are ideas and

beliefs about pollution used to try and influence social behaviour such that:

the ideal order of society is guarded by dangers which threaten
transgressors’, but even ‘the laws of nature are dragged in to
sanction the moral code: this kind of disease is caused by adultery,
that by incest; this meteorological disaster is the effect of political
disloyalty, that the effect of impiety. The whole universe is
harnessed to men’s attempts to force one another into good

citizenship.’ 107

In Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, McCarthy performs away from external
society in the private spaces of the bedroom and bathroom — the video
audience are witness to his intimate rituals that have been confined to these
discrete locations. This suggests that McCarthy’s performances somehow
conform to the containment and surveillance of transgressive behaviour to
private spaces (behind closed doors and yet available via the somewhat

voyeuristic video camera). The framing of the video camera and the close-

104 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo
(London and New York: Routledge, [1966] 1995), p. 2.

105 7izek, Violence, p. 1.

1% Douglas, Purity and Danger, p. 37.

97 1bid., p. 3.
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up shots of the artist — for example, at the beginning of Tubbing a shot of the
artist’s face fills the screen whilst an assistant applies his make-up — create
an intimate feeling, but also such moments act as points of alienation from
which the audience recoils, as the artist moves towards a transgression of
social order (for example by vomiting, or appearing to).

McCarthy’s performances also address further categories of
pollution — notably, sexual and bodily pollution — that are used, as Douglas
suggests, ‘as analogies for expressing a general view of the social order.”*®
Douglas uses the example of sexual danger, whereby ‘one sex is endangered
[polluted or contaminated] by contact with the other, usually males from

females’.®® ‘[Such patterns of sexual danger’, Douglas suggests, ‘can be

seen to express symmetry or hierarchy’ within the larger social system.110 In
Sailor’s Meat and Tubbing, both primarily solo performances, McCarthy
oscillates between hetero-normative male and female roles, enacting anal
penetration and oral sex with a variety of ‘stand-in’ objects, and variously
performing coyness and aggressive sexuality. The pattern of sexual danger
here seems to express a kind of temporary hierarchy (a normative structure
of stability) which is then diminished as McCarthy returns to chaos and
fluidity.

More generally, Douglas suggests, ‘[w]hat goes for sexual pollution
also goes for bodily