" - Goven, €., Nicrorson, B, & Noemzron, k.

PART TWO: INTRODUCTION | 'MakinGe & Pel _nmv.ﬂ.\.\_ arCE @ DeVSia- | o ..
_ HSToR1€S + Conrempoeaer PracTices M
nd social history as well as personal archives | —& |
which performances may be constructed . OUTLEDGE! LoNDDN  200%

lore how the dramatic representation of Ve
latform for creativity that can “

58

community narratives a
can provide material from
Chapter Seven goes on to exp
well-known narratives may serve as a p

| ioyed by both audience and performers. .
: . MMMMM: eﬂv:a has commented that ‘to raise the question of the

nature of narrative is to invite reflection on the very nature of culture ‘ >C|_|O Bl OGRAP HICAL

. ity itself” (White 1987: 30). ! ,“
bly, even on the nature of humanity 1 . . |
ﬂm, WMMmWnNEmmﬂ narrative and culture is mnmmﬁobﬁ:w subject to WH%WMM; | PE R _HO RM > NCE
i erience,
i —— ised performance; narrative shapes exp | ..
questioning in devise . i S ..
i tions. The presentation
tests assumptions and makes connec e
tential for the establishmen | ,_
story offers not only the po f 2 boxe | |
i but also an opportunity | |
m between the audience and performers, bu T s | | |
) . thetic that challenges the pa | | |
ectators to partake of a creative aes ..
Mmﬂmvzmrmm by traditional plays. The examples chosen demonstrate how
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: d in which epic presentations o | . . . o u .

the stage becomes a flexible Em%mao__wwmnm ) &nw“nm 2 collaborators V - Autobiographical narratives are spaces where an individual’s private
e , ;

place, time and characterisation ¢ stories are offered up for public consumption. Since its identification
i in an imaginative journey. |~ as adiscrete practice, autobiography, with its reflection on personal
| C " ‘experience, has prompted discussion about the relation between fact
i = 2 | and fiction, the nature of selfhood and the mechanics of representation.
; “ i + These concerns can also be related to autobiographical performance,
! which is the subject of this chapter. The contemporary practice of
autobiographical performance can be traced back through the Happen-
ings of the 1960s and 1970s where the relationship between art and
everyday life was blurred and the focus was not on the skilled perform-
1 I ance of a character in a narrative but on participants being ‘themselves’
§ in a range of situations.
Issues of self and identity have been central to discussions of
performance practice in general but autobiographical performance
g : . throws up particular questions in that the selfhood of performers is
m | explicitly foregrounded as they seek to represent themselves. While
Stanislavky and Brecht (among many others) have offered up theories
of acting which are concerned with how performers may apply their
own experiences to the roles they are playing, a discussion of auto-
biographical performance demands a consideration of the performance
of self rather than the representation of another person. Indeed, this
type of performance has even been termed ‘non-acting’, as it appears
i ] to work against a masking role and to communicate with the audience
| _ i in a direct manner. Non-acting can be understood as functioning in
|
1
1
m
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the tradition of the modernist avant-garde in that it is not a mimetic
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practice that seeks to represent a fictional nrmamnﬁmh. but a reframing
of reality that seeks to blur the boundaries Mum art mE.u life. mmaﬁrmngowmu
non-acting can be viewed as a performative practice Emﬁ mHmH.:mm the
everyday in a manner which reflects upon the constitution of identity
itself. . . .
Contemporary devisers often explicitly draw on their own experi-
ence when creating work for performance and such Soww can be seen
to engage with issues of authenticity, selfhood and reception. Oﬁmmﬂwoum
of authenticity are raised when fact is blended with fiction; mmH. 00 :
is addressed as performers present a distinct persona to Em.wzmﬁmswm,
and the processes of reception are heightened as @m% invite the
audience into an active relationship with z»m. material. gmﬁrom.ow
logically, the use of personal interests and narratives as source materia
leads to a complex creative process that :wwmnﬁm. upon ww& life mmﬁ.m to
shape a performance piece. As with other mc.ﬁo_upomﬂm@?nm._. dmm.mﬂdmmmm
autobiographical performance often fuses mmnE& Em.ﬂﬂ,_& with n:oa_r .
elements. The processes of production which bring ﬁomﬁr.wm. Qﬂﬁ .
and fantasy are highlighted by Louis Renza, a postmodern .nzcn W o.m
with reference to the bricolage that may constitute an mcﬁogﬁmﬁm?.nﬂw
.Dua.a_mﬂ?mv disputes the idea that the self is a coherent unity whic

might be called ‘authentic’. Rather than viewing autobiography as a

direct communication between the essential selves of the author mwm.
their audience as earlier commentators on Em_ field had done, meMm.
‘,moﬂ..mmao:b% the process of creation SE@ sits at the heart ro_.. ﬂrm
production and reception of autobiographical texts. He notes that t MM
production of autobiography is a result of a reflection upon person :
experience that is subjected to the filters Oﬂ memory m.mm @maoﬂm
editing. Instead of seeing autobiography asa direct reflection of reality
or a purely fictional creation, Renza posits that:

We might say, then, that autobiography is neither fictive nor unﬁmﬂ:ﬁ
not even a mixture of the two. We might view it instead as a unique,

_defining mode of self-referential expression. .
e (Renza 1980: 295)

Renza highlights the way in which an msﬁogomnmwrmnm_ text may #ca_.u_m
the binary opposition of truth and fiction through inhabiting a Q.mmﬁim
space in-between. This blends elements of both factual detail an
fictional fantasy around the persona of the performer. .
A variety of reasons can be identified for the use of m.mao.ba experi-
ence within contemporary devised work, ranging from ideological
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impulses to artistic pragmatism. Some devising companies employ
personal experience as a vehicle to explore sociopolitical situations. For
example, feminist theatre company Common Ground drew on its
collective personal experience of the peace camp outside the gates of
Greenham Common cruise missile site to develop a production (The
Fence, 1984) that examined women working together for peace. Such
work holds to the feminist principle that the personal is political and
employs autobiographical narrative as a means of substantiating an
ideological message. Aesthetic concerns may also lead to the applica-
tion of autobiographical methodology. Thus, as with the modernists,
the practice of non-acting may be employed as a strategy to disrupt
conventional modes of presentation and reception and encourage a
fresh perspective on the relationship between life and art within the
performance event. For example, British theatre company Frantic

Assembly makes use of the personas of company members within

its shows. Company members have used each other’s given names

within performances and even included sections which made reference

to their everyday lives. This strategy encourages audience members to

identify with the actual performers, something that may, in turn,

heighten their anxiety about the level of personal risk the company

members are taking in their highly physicalised performance. In short,

the autobiographical element of the work is used as a device to encour-

age engagement as the audience’s awareness of physical and emotional
vulnerability in the performance is heightened.

Public witnessing is also a significant element within contemporary
autobiographical performance practice. While American sociologist
Scott Lasch sees the contemporary confessional mode as evidence of
increasing narcissism, trauma studies scholar Shoshana Felman notes
that the witnessing of personal testimony has become increasingly
important. She argues that large-scale traumas such as the Holocaust
can prove to be overwhelming and incomprehensible, yet, through
the narration of a personal story, an individual may make sense of
it within their own psyche. Within this process the listener has a
responsibility to bear witness to the story and as such, ‘[break] down
the isolation imposed by the nature of the event’ (quoted in Anderson
2001: 129). Rather than being passive spectators, audiences for auto-

~ biographical performance are drawn into a relationship with the

performer due to the authentic nature of the material and the fact that
the story is being told directly to them. Autobiographical performance

acknowledges observers and places an emphasis on sharing intimacies
with witnesses.
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formance is a distinct mode of working with

Autobiographical per . ing
wb mBﬁrmMm Mﬁ a self-reflexive, creative methodology which itself

has implications for the formal @wmmwam&on and nm%muﬂomwuow ﬂWM
work in terms of the framing of intimate content. H owm Emﬁ ommu
in the practice are concerned with mﬂ.mmmucum persona EM %MH oy
audience and, as such, work to fashion narratives w%a.?.m R
day lives into an artistic product that may be presented Wi Myﬁm%os <
arena. In such work tensions arise .WOE the @Ec:.n @Hmm e
thoughts, feelings and behaviours which are nonénﬂow M nE& ered
personal and confidential. These tensions are explore P
exploited for their theatrical effect. The making, delivery an nmo:mw
of the work are all shaped by an mﬁ?Om& %mwﬁ nm.zﬁmm Mﬂ: pe =
experience. This chapter will consider the HB@rnm.ﬂoum%rm M”Mm.ﬁbmm
and fantasy; the performance of self; and the notion ©

as witnesses.

Secrets and lies

Sheffield-based Third Angel is an example of a devising company égnm
explicitly draws on autobiographical material to develop creative WOTK.
The company describes its So&anm practice as follows:

ﬁ.Aonﬁo;a stories from our own lives

We are used to making work tha : .
and other people’s lives. We're used to making work that strays into

the grey area between the truth and fiction, memory and _BMmEmﬁoHM
This is what we do: work that incorporates documentary detail an

i ; int out which is which.
fiction but doesn’t bother to pomnt ou el 20001 49

Third Angel’s inhabitation of the ‘grey area’ between truth Mﬂ%n MnMMM
is exemplified in its piece Where from Here Goo.b wzrmwm ade . %d =
of a room in the fictional story is an actual mmwmﬁuzon of M wmw o} .
real bedroom. During rehearsal the company discovered that t M I o
they fabricated lacked the detail that they felt was Dmnm.mme 0 amMM
the action of the show. The director noted that they were sﬂmmcs -
enough’ and so they looked to borrow m.‘.oa mﬁmd&m%.y e as ! oum
perceived that such material would @Ho<.&m an engag :_m. Mﬁ% !
authenticity (Third Angel 2004). In its wM@mEBmE&.SoHﬁH %.Smwmow
has continued to explore possibilities of blending the de

autobiography with fictional narratives.
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Class of *76 (1999) is an autobiographical project that caused Third
Angel to reflect upon its working processes. The show had its first
incarnation as a fifteen-minute piece wherein performer Alexander
Kelly presented information about his former classmates from Chuck-
ery Infants’ School and what they had become. All the information —
such as Lahkir Singh playing football for the world — was fabricated,
even some of the names were made up because Kelly could not
remember them. This prompted a research process which led to a
second version of the piece that sought to present the truth and was
witnessed by some of the people that Kelly was discussing. The final
development of the work was a version that reflected upon the pre-
ceding process. In this piece Kelly introduced himself and his project
to the audience and then explained about the making and reception
of the work, taking time to reflect upon the role of memory in this
process. .

Memory is a key aspect in the creation of autobiographical per-
formance. The human memory acts as a filter and, as a consequence,
what is remembered may not be the truth but an embroidered version
of the real. In Class of ’76 Kelly says of his classmates, “This is how I
remember them’, highlighting the potential slippage between how they
really were and ﬁoé they are being represented (Third Angel 2003).
Through such comments, the piece foregrounds the possibility of
different versions of reality which arise due to different subjectivities.
For example, Kelly allows for various perspectives of playground
encounters. In other words, Kelly announces himself as a storyteller
and actively engages in a mode of self-representation which also allows
for the possibility of writing from other subject positions.

The practice of retelling and remembering can also lend a formal
structure to the performance work. Class of 76 was presented as if
it were a factual encounter. Kelly often read from a clipboard, and
pointed to faces from a class photograph in a manner that seemed
to authenticate the information that was being delivered. Sequences
within the piece were framed by comments such as ‘What else can I
remember?’, which were then followed by a list of bullet-point
memories such as: ‘Mr Turner teaching us how to brush our teeth and

-cutting his tie in half in assembly’ (Third Angel 2003). There was no

attempt to recreate the action; instead, the emphasis was on the
moment of remembering. This relationship between the past and the

present indicates the ways in which autobiography is constructed.
Renza notes that:
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Figure m;“ Third Angel: Class of '76. Projected memories served as the
substance for the performance event.

Reproduced by permission of Third Angel.

o he -
The content of the narrative set[s] up a screen _u.mgmws the truth of t e
narrated past and the present of the narrative situation.

In performance the present of the narrative situation is rmwmfmnmw MW ,
it mi the performers stand 1n fron
a way it might not be on the page as
the Nc&mbwum and directly announce Emamm?nw as mﬁo.nﬁmﬁwmmm. H“MM
i i irectly to the audience in the pre
Kelly presented information direc . . .
Eowwwmﬂﬁ of performance and acted as a conduit for EmoHBmcowrmwﬂm
i The audience was aware tha
events that happened in the past. .
account of events may have involved a reshaping of mmﬂm. H:amm%, the
company commented that, in question and answer sessions, a Emnm
meémbers often asked about what was true, even though Kelly ; % :
stated that he was telling the truth (Third wpbm& 2004). It mmoﬁwm\ ﬁMm
there is a concern in the minds of the audience to make sense
i lity lies.
narrative and to understand where realit o )
Renza posits that an autobiographical ﬁm?wﬁﬁ is &.Emﬁﬁ %a
incomplete literary project’ in that, although it hasa Umm::::m“ i ;mm
no middle or end (Renza 1980: 295). ,E:m” ncB.me Hmw.ﬂonm Wv
between the past and present affects the ways in which mzﬂw me_,.mw mw
is constructed. Kelly notes that Class of 76 has a sense of “unfinis

(Renza 1980: Hc_‘.‘ :
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business’. He does have all the information about all the people in the
photograph and, within the piece itself, there is not time to give a full
account of the information he does have (Third Angel 2003). Kelly
offers his memories of the people but, as he states to the audience
at one point in the piece, ‘you might know differently’ (Third Angel
2003). The reception of the piece certainly seems to indicate that
audience members made personal associations with the material.
Discussions of school life provoked laughter as the audience related to
the performer’s narratives. For example, it seems that many people can
relate to a story about a school bully. Presenting authentic detail from

the performer’s experience opens up personal memories for audience
members.

Performing self

Class of ’76 is a good example of the practice of non-acting that is often
seen in autobiographical performance. Rather than working to present
named characters that are distanced from themselves, performers can
be seen to be performing themselves — or at least versions of themselves.
At the beginning of the piece Kelly introduced himself as a ‘large part
of Third Angel’ and described how he always wantéd to be a detective
(Third Angel 2003). These are truths about himiself. However, the
presentation of these facts is framed by an editing process. So, for
example, although he also always wanted to be a geologist, such
information does not serve the thrust of the creative piece and so is
left out. Nigel Charnock, a founder member of British-based physical
theatre company DV8 and now maker of his own shows including solo

work, describes how this performance of self might be negotiated. He
states:

The shows I do are always about the people that are in the show, not
about something separate from them. I don’t ask them to play
characters — it’s always: What would you do? . .. So on stage they are
who they are only more heightened: bigger, with the volume turned up
a bit. &

(Charnock 1996: 31)

This is a common working practice, and performers in autobio-
graphical work are often engaged in presenting heightened versions of
themselves. Their identity as ‘real people’ and as performers is blurred
as they do not have a mask of character, yet they are also clearly
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behaving in a heightened and self-conscious manner. mcd.emz mﬁwmwwm
that ‘acting [is] pretending to be someone else, and bonumnmpm wmm o
ance [is] concentrat[ing] on pretending to be yourself M oimi o»
408). Thus autobiographical performance troubles t % ac Mwmou
presenting a role and does not delineate between the authentic p

and the creation. .
Autobiographical performance heightens an awareness of the
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performers seek to make real connections with the audience through
the revelation of self. So, for example, like much other autobiographical
work, Anderson’s performances often involve minimal staging so that
the focus is instead on building a real rapport between the performer
and the audience members.

Anderson’s piece Happiness (2002) is one which explicitly engages
with the exploration of selfhood and identity — both Anderson’s own
personal identity and the wider cultural identity of the United States.

complexity of the Emmgﬁmm.om of mm.rq N:m E@HM hws %ﬁﬁﬁﬁ%ﬂbﬁmﬂm
ici he audience. This may, in turn, . :

MMMMMWWMM the performance of self within m<.mJ&3\ life mM& :mmgimwm
and conventions. In The Presentation of Self in QOQ&aw_u quv. " mm
Goffman discusses the way in which wmo_&.m shape their M m/ﬂo i
order to suit the social drama they are in and, as ,EM . P B\s&o
particular roles. American performance artist hwczm An Qmo_”, "

has been creating experimental performance work for over twenty

Anderson has long been a polemicist, producing work that is com- ,
mitted to exploring the contemporary sociopolitical climate, and i
Happiness is her response to the events of the terrorist attacks of 11 !
September 2001. Autobiographical material has been a key part of the ¥
artist’s practice and she has developed a performance persona that is i
‘Laurie Anderson’. In Happiness, Anderson emphasised the personal |
resonances of the political situation and describes the work as her |

T2

TN

P L

years, draws on this role-playing for rmw.wmwmoh.amzmm Hm.oﬁw. MWM
describes herself as not acting but engaging in different “talking sty

as happens in everyday life:

For instance, I've used about eight talking mg.w.mm ﬂ,w\am%u starting ,SMH a
phone call about a death in the family and talking with my mother, then

i isi -li le.
i in my most efficient, buisiness like sty
sercaming St e lewer iy (quoted in Howell 1999: 407)

This conflation between real life mwm %MM.O.HBMQ _.mnm %MMHMOHWMMWW MM
ist avant-garde practice which Claire Ma .
MM%%MMM Mu,ﬁ close mpmm gap ngoau art and life’ Q\Hmncob&m. G@M. GHWW
The self-conscious presentation of self draws mﬁmdﬂnb oEn&
exploration of identity which is often at the heart of autobiograp
_umw%ﬂms MMMM of reality in autobiographical ﬁmH.moEﬂmnnm lends the
encounter a certain dynamic. Rather than ﬁwm\ng@:._m tobea nrmm‘wnﬁmﬁ
performers are involved in narrating past events directly to an m:m rmdnm
This lends a vibrancy to the relationship v.mgmmb ﬁ.rm storyte mm.a an
the audience; where actors address audiences directly, au Hmnnnﬁw
become very aware that they are sharing space and a present EmoEmMH.
This demands a particular sense of presence from the per OHMM n
Anderson describes the texture of wmnmond:ﬂm as vm;m__m She mm‘ﬂfuw moo.
have to be right there and make it E@@mn (quoted EH Hmo%m Bm:nm
408). Being engaged in the moment is of course key toa rvm.a %Hn e
practice but with autobiographical work this dynamic is heighte
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‘most autobiographical to date’ (Anderson 2003a). Anderson’s studio
is a few blocks away from the Twin Towers site and, as such, she had
a particular personal perspective on the international events. Anderson
states that ‘the shock of terrorism propelled me into a different place,
(Anderson 2003a). Happiness is an intimate account of the personal
journey that Anderson undettook and, as such, Anderson appears
within the work as both subject and object. As in her other work there
was no sense of the wammmnﬁm:om..c.m a character on stage; instead Laurie
Anderson appeared as herself — or perhaps more correctly — as herselves,
Anderson wore no overt costume that might suggest character, but
instead formal clothing — black trousers and jacket with a white shirt
— which can be seen to suggest ‘neutrality’. The series of monologues
that Anderson shared with the audience focussed on identity and
shape-shifting which served to heighten the audience’s awareness of the
performance of self that took place within the piece. Anderson describes
how ‘For the past year I’ve been looking for ways to escape my own
perspective by putting myself in weird situations’ (Anderson 2003a).
Like many artists she carried out experimental work that generated
material which she then assembled into a performance piece. Happiness
is made up of episodic monologues in which Anderson gives account
of her experiments in identity and recounts, among other things, her
time with an Amish community, her work as a juror and her employ-
ment as a McDonald’s server.
The McDonald’s narrative in particular highlights the issue of
everyday performance. Anderson described how her co-workers
thought she was German and she did nothing to dispel that idea.
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The reality of the material that Anderson is presenting, as well as the ,m
that ‘thinking of myself as German helped’ as she m:&mm«dﬁ.& to meet . mumBm..a way in which she presents it in E.m mﬁ.ﬁ person, commands i
McDonald’s productivity standards (Anderson 2003b). This sense of m an active mode of readership. Betancourt identifies this as an act of
shifting subjectivities and the exploration of the possibilities within Eum witnessing. . . |
performance of self can be seen to be at the heart of both ?.&285 s , Theatre is ?zamnmwsﬁm_.? predicated on the presence of an audience ‘
project in particular and autobiographical performance 1n general. but the do.ﬂo; of witnessing suggests a %W.Q..mdﬁ level of engagement. |
Heddon notes that: In examining the process of witnessing within performance, scholars 7
have drawn on work within the field of trauma studies which is |
concerned with the analysis of emotional trauma and memory, and T
the relationship between these two. As in trauma studies, performance
scholars acknowledge the efficacy of personal narratives and recog- b
., nise the impulse within witnesses to bear testament to the story that b
. . has been presented to them. Witnessing is often identified as a response i
Anderson’s work, as with that of other mﬁ.ogomﬂmwgn& artists, Opens i to catastrophe, but the performance scholar Peggy Phelan also notes . !
up questions about the constitution of identity and the ﬁwmmnﬂm:ﬂm ., that: ‘ o
systems that regulate it. The framed performance of self allows
audiences the opportunity to consider how selfhood is created.

The staging of self demands a certain Bmwm#rmmﬁmnmmg as the m
hat they are presenting an artefact ,

Indeed, she draws on the racial stereotype of German efficiency, stating

does not indicate some central core of identity, but

experience, then, : p, bt
seems to constitute subjectivity and, rather than being the reflection o

ity, should be the ground for an analysis of discursive systems.
S ; (Heddon 1998: 52)

|

Witnessing in the theatre . .. can also help us discover the capacity to - f,_
respond to the equally treacherous and equally urgent need to witness . Pl
performer demonstrates awareness that . - joy, pleasure, and the profundity of delight we feel in our mortal bodies, .~ - 7 m
for consumption by an audience. While this dynamic was apparent { flawed minds, imperfect hearts, and impoverished tongues. e 7
,

throughout Happiness, the closing section of the Emnm. was mM.m:oE% B
self-referential. Anderson directly addressed the audience with the .

statement: ‘It is the end of the play and the actors come out mbm

Jook at you’ (Anderson 2003b). This sequence mngoéwmamma herse ' u
as a performer and heightened the audience EmB_uw.Hm awareness oa ,v_
their role as spectators through the manner in which she returne i

their gaze.

Witnessing, then, is an invitation to engage in two-way communication
and, within devised autobiographical performance, that invitation is .
usually personal and intimate. Practitioners make the consideration of : it
their audience a core element of their performance-making. Third i
. Angel, for example, describes how it always asks the question ‘who are i
| the audience and why are they here?’ (Third Angel 2004). In this gige

Audience as witness i

The act of witnessing is central to the reception of autobiographical
performance. Rather than being passive spectators, an_dma.m of the
audience are acknowledged as active listeners and ﬂwm authentic nature
of the material often draws the audience into an active engagement with

manner the audience can be seen to be another character within the 4

piece.

The emphasis on witnessing can be seen to shape form as well as
content. Direct address to the audience has already been mentioned
as being fundamental to autobiographical performance, as it recognises
a dialogue between performer and audience within the performance

i f Laurie Anderson’s Happiness, Michael t . . A ; m
the performer. In a review 0 ! event. Tim Etchells, director of devising ensemble Forced Entertain- o

hat: . . rect “. ,
Betancourt notes | ment, discusses the significance of the ‘in-the-same-roomness’ of

[Anderson’s] stories leave us with the feeling that we have no answer theatre to the work that his company makes. He speaks of the: !

t0 what we witness, and that simply bearing witness to these horrors
through stories is a way of diminishing them.

struggle to produce witnesses rather than spectators [which] is present A,_.v
everywhere in the contemporary performance scene ... an invitation _ﬁ

(Betancourt 2002)

e et
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to be here and now, to feel exactly what it is to be in this place at this

time.
(Etchells 1999: 18)

Forced Entertainment is based in Sheffield, UK and many of the
performers have collaborated for twenty years, making a range of work
from touring theatre pieces to installations. Their show Speak Bitterness
navigates the concept of witnessing in a particularly challenging
manner. The piece was first performed in 1994 and was made up of a
litany of confessions both real and fictional. It has since been performed
both as a theatre piece and as a six-hour durational work. The per-
formers, dressed in formal suits, lined up behind a long table littered
with papers and delivered their admissions directly to the audience
_ sometimes these were declared in loud voices and other times the
confessions were barely audible. Within the theatre piece sections
were also left unscripted allowing the performers the opportunity
for spontaneous interaction with each other and the audience. The
company decided that the audience should be lit throughout the
performances in order to allow for eye contact between performers and
audience members. It was the performers’ desire to make contact with
individuals within the auditorium in order to draw-them into the
performance work. L
Etchells asserts that ‘For us performance and confession have always
gone hand in hand’ (Etchells 1999: 219) and thus Speak Bitterness can
be seen as a logical progression in practice, in that it experiments with
the performative elements of confession. This impulse can be seen to
arise from an autobiographical mode of working where, as Renza
suggests, the orientation is towards what is usually kept secret (Renza
1980: 295). It can also be related to the cultural climate that feeds an
interest in autobiographical narratives. Richard Sennett, among other
cultural commentators, has suggested that Western society has become
increasingly privatised and, in such a climate, critics have observed
that access to the stories of others has been maintained through the
media. What would have once been witnessed in everyday life is now
only accessible as media products, a dynamic which has its apex in
TV chat shows where guests present their personal stories for public
consumption. Etchells describes how the text of Speak Bitterness draws
on confessional forms such as chat shows, churches and public trials
in order to create a piece where it appears that the desire is to confess
to everything. A section of the text reads as follows:
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<,.\m handcuffed Lee Morris to the railings in the playground and pulled
his Q.ozmmmm down. We lived a harsh fast life; we were glad to be alive;
we didn’t have an opinion on anything except how crazy the Eo&m
was. We're guilty of attic rooms, power cuts and bombs; we confess to
statues, ruins and gameboys.

(Etchells 1999: 186)

The b.om&\ mixture of the outrageous and the banal, delivered in a self-
Hmmmﬁ.é manner that apes the confessional mode offers up a complex
Dmmoﬂma.on for the audience. MacDonald notes that this dynamic
occurs E.E:.d autobiographical performance in general and she states:
In a society almost obsessed with self-revelation [such work] Emfwm.
for interesting alliances and strange readings’ (MacDonald 1995: 193).
:.mﬂummww that the audience for autobiographical performance is
looking to make an authentic connection with the material it is
presented with. This is problematised by the fact that such perform-
ances are often a mixture of truth and lies and personal material is
usually indistinguishable from the fiction. This authentic tone may
prove seductive to audience memnibers who, in the context of a
no.:mmm&on& culture, want to _ummﬁﬁ. that all they are told is real and
this may backfire on the performers' themselves. Third Angel, for
example, was once confronted by an audience member who angrily
stated “You lied to me’, despite the fact she had been aware that she
was attending a performance (Third Angel 2004). In this way
mﬁogomﬂmvrmnm_ performance work engages in complex negotiations
sﬁw reality and fiction. This dynamic may itself be foregrounded
within performance events. For example, in Where From Here, the
WE&m.meoHBmﬁ having given her account of events throughout the
piece, is left alone in the box set and delivers a monologue which
vmm:.um I 'am a liar’. This charged moment highlights the performative
quality of me Emaw and heightens the audience members’ critical
awareness asking the -
gt ﬂwm Emnmm. m to re mw&:m”o all they have been told
The concern to separate out reality from fiction relates to a desire
to assess the skill of the performers, in that audience members desire
to m.pm.nmﬁmmd whether people are ‘being themselves’ or performing — a
division that such work deliberately seeks to blur. In autobiographical
mmamoHEmnnm there is always a play between what is truthful and what
is make-believe. This reflects the processes of everyday life in that
everyday performance may also embroider truth. On another level
however, such practice raises questions as to what constitutes art mbm

e




72 AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PERFORMANCE

where it differs from everyday life. The practice of non-acting can be
traced back to the work of the modernist avant-garde and the anti-art
movement where the negation of skill was seen to nrmﬂm:mm and open
up the limits of art practice. In this way the ¢m_.:m._m¢ob of personal
stories through their framing in performance continues to develop a
strand in radical art practice.

In conclusion, autobiographical performance can be seen to dm. a
contemporary practice in the non-acting ﬁ,m&cwu of ﬁrm.anmHE%
avant-garde. Like the avant-garde, the work raises questions about
the relationship between truth and fiction and art msm life as well as
problematising the roles of the performer and audience Em.EUmH.
Autobiographical performance relates to the current cultural an.mﬁ
yet practitioners engage in autobiographical @mnmodﬁm.mnm for a variety
of reasons and this mode-of working offers up particular Bmﬂro%.u-
logical issues and formal conventions. H.rm practitioners &mnsmmoa in
this chapter have all created work involving a complex mzm_o.n of truth
and fiction. In performance they are involved in a presentation of self
which is a heightened form of an everyday persona. They also all seek
to engage their audience in an active reception of the EOHF. a mode of
witnessing that acknowledges the vibrancy of personal stories that are
played out in a public arenia.’

gt i T

SIX

NARRATIVES OF
COMMUNITY

Concepts of community

Drama practitioners have long recognised that devised theatre is a
good vehicle for shaping communities and challenging social injus-
tice. Collaborations between professional theatre practitioners and.
commuinity-based participants are often intended to improve the
lives of the participants, to extend cultural democracy and contribute
to the process of social change. Because devised performance em-
phasises participatory working methods, it has often been regarded .
as an effective and flexible way to move from the individualism of
autobiographical narratives to more collective forms of community
participation and social identification. The community arts movement
is indebted to the aesthetic strategies of political activists and theatre-
makers that were documented in Chapter Four as well as to innovations
in educational theatre that encouraged members of diverse commun-
ities to explore and represent their collective and personal identities.
The efficacy of much community-based theatre is built on the
understanding that participating in drama enables participants’ own
narratives to be represented, reframed, rewritten and re-interpreted
in ways which challenge cultural orthodoxies. It is a way of thinking
about social change which relies on two highly contested concepts —
community and narrative — both of which are complexly nuanced. This
chapter offers an investigation of the role of devised theatre in repre-
senting and interrogating narratives of community.

Although the concept of community is generally regarded in positive
terms — Raymond Williams famously described it as a ‘warmly per-
suasive word’ (Williams 1992: 95) — the actual experience of belonging




