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Perfonning the Self 

MARVIN CARLSON 

A distinction between the identity of an actor, with his or her own personal 
experience and history, and the role or the character taken on by that actor, 
with its own experiences and history within the fictive world of the drama 
seems fundamental to the operations of the theatre. Among the various mini
malist definitions of theatre that have from time to time been advanced, one of 
my favorites is from Eric Bentley's The Life of the Drama: "A impersonates 
B while C looks on.'" Simple as this formulation is, it connects two of the 
functions normally considered fundamental to the theatre experience, the tak
ing on of a fictive "other" persona by the actor and the necessity of an audi
ence. In recent years, however, a type of performance has gained prominence 
which seems to challenge this basic formula by collapsing into a unity two of 
its three terms. This is autobiographical performance - where instead of creat
ing a character or assuming a rol.e in a dramatic structure, the actor presents or 
seems to present personal reminiscence, anecdote or opinion. Here, it appears, 
"A impersonates A while C looks on." Such performance often challenges tra
ditional assumptions about the relationship in theatre between the conven
tional concepts of character, role, and identity. 

It does not seem surprising that an interest in autobiographical performance 
would have arisen in the contemporary theatre, in a society with a passionate 
concern with the self, self-expression, self-fulfillment, and the relation of the 
self to society. Autobiographical performance was certainly not unknown in 
earlier periods; totally original manifestations are extremely rare in the the
atre. Actors appearing as themselves on stage can in fact be traced far back in 
theatre history, and not simply in the common and familiar practice of provid
ing prologues and curtain speeches "out of character." In I 276 Adam de la 
Halle appeared in p~opria persona, along with several of his Arras friends and 
neighbors, in his comedy Le leu de La Feuillee, and persons appearing as 
themselves were a fairly commoh feature of nineteenth-century popular enter-
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tainment. One notable example was William F.Cody ("Buffalo Bill") who 
played himself in countless stage and later film reenactments of his scouting 
days and. fights with the Indians.' 

If autobiographical performance is not a new phenomenon. however. mod
em interest - in how the self is constructed. how it is displayed to others. and 
how it relates to social and cultural forces - has given to such performance a 
new significance and a new range of meanings. Although now widely recog
nized as an important part of so-called performance art (indeed for many people 
the most typical type of such activity). the development of autobiographical 
work within the modem performance tradition has been a complicated and con
tested one. When the theory and practice of modem performance art was being 
developed. primarily by male artists. in the late 1960s and early 1970s. it was 
much influenced by Ihe modernist search for a simplified "essence" of each art. 
Theatre was frequently rejected as inevitably hybrid. and opposed to perfor
mance or dance. whose essence was the physical body in space. Obviously. 
autobiographical concerns had no place in this agenda. If traditional theatre was 
inhospitable to such work on the grounds that it seemed to deny the imagina
tive. mimetic basis ofthe art. performance was inhospitable on the quite differ
ent grounds that autobiography introduced textuality and narrativity into the 
abstract. non-matrixed actions that characterized the body art of such perform
ers as Chris Burden. Bruce Naumann. or Vito Acconci. 

In a '990 survey of modem performance art in Artweek. Jacki Apple argued 
that what had begun in the early t970S as primarily a visual. image-based art 
form had by the beginning of the 1990S become essentially word-based. with 
the performance artist appearing not as an abstract body in space. but as poet. 
storyteller. preacher. or rapper. and with image at the service of text. ' There 
are many reasons, social, cultural, and economic, for this change. but clearly a 
major impetus for the shift from image to word was the work of the feminist 
performers who beginning in the early 1970S offered an powerful alternative 
perfonnance orientation that was deeply involved in-social and political con
cerns and, thus, in textuality and narrativity. Personal experience was central 
to this work. and much of it was specificially autobiographical. such as Linda 
Montano's The Story of My Life. in which Montano walked uphill on a tread
mill for three hours while reciting her autobiography into an amplification 
system or Yvonne Rainer's autobiographical performance This is the Story of 
a Woman Who .. .• which she later made into a film' 

The tension between the abstract minimalist and essentialist concerns of the 
structuralists and high modernists and the personal and culturally-located con
cerns of many femini st performers at this period was perhaps most strikingly 
articulated in a famous performance piece by Carolee Schneemann in 1975. 
Interior Scroll. The nude performer extracted a long autobiographical text 
from her vagina which she read aloud. It told how a male "structuralist film
maker" explained that despite his fondness for Schneemann he· could not look 
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at her films, citing their "personal clutter," "persistence of feelings," "hand
touch sensibility," and "diaristic indulgence."5 Despite such attacks that con
tinued to occupy a central position in women's perfonnance of the following 
decade, autobiography was important in the attempt to understand and articu
late women 's experience and to share it with others. Moira Roth in her study 
of such perfonnance, The Amazing Decade, calls work dealing with "personal 
clutter [and the] persistence of feelings" the most common, and for many the 
most typical orientation of feminist perfonnance6 As Eleanor Antin, herself a 
leading performance artist, observed in 1978, feminist perfonnance has been 
much less concerned with abstractions than with the specific and "very real 
political questions" about "what it means to be a woman in this society, a par
ticular woman, an artist."7 

This has, of course, very frequently resulted in performance that specifi
cally recounted events in the performer's personal history, celebrating the pos
itive and self-empowering, exorcising or seeking social redress or sympathetic 
understanding for the negative and self-diminishing. Autobiographical perfor
mance provided not only a position from which a performer could explore, 
express, and even perhaps seek her own identity, it also provided a forum in 
which she could reach out to other women whose experiences might parallel 
her own. Laurie Anderson, whose internationally known performance pieces 
invariably include autobiographical sections, has said: " If 1 were really just 
expressing myself, 1 wouldn't think that people would be that interested. I try 
to pick things that would make people say, 'I was just thinking that a couple of 
days ago; 1 didn't say it exactly like that but 1 had that idea. ,,,8 Similarly, per
formance artist Barbara Smith has explained: "I tum to question the audience 
to see if their experiences might enlighten mine and break the isolation of my 
experience, to see if performance art puts them into the same dilemma."9 

The strategies of women performance artists have served as models for gay 
and lesbian performers or perfonners of various ethnic minorities who have 
felt that the traditional white, male-dominated, heterosexual theatre has pro
vided little space for the articulation of their experience or concerns, and auto
biographical performance has provided for them, as well, an important venue 
for this articulation. The range of such performance is now very great, and 
includes some of America's best known performance artists - Tim Miller, 
who speaks of his experience as a gay white man, the Colorado sisters, native 
Americans, Cathy Che, who describes herself as an "Asian American bisexual 
lesbian," Carlos Gomez-Pena, a Latino, Dan Kwong, the gay son of Japanese 
and Chinese parents and Ron Athey, whose flamboyant autobiography 
includes drug addiction, religious fundamentalism, and homosexual sado
masochism. Not all recent autobiographical perfonnance is directly political, 
however. There are also highly popular artists who simply offer stories of 
their life-experiences engagingly recounted. Spalding Grey offers one familiar 
example of such performance. 
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Autobiographical performance at first glance seems to deny the traditional 
operations of mimesis and to deproblematize the relations between actor, 
character, and story, but in fact the machinery of representation guarantees 
that these relations continue to operate in important, even if less direct ways. 
To explore this dynamic in more detail it will be useful to speak separately of 
two fairly distinct trends in modem autobiographical performance. The more 
familiar approach; direct presentation of real or claimed autobiographical nar
rative, I will return to presently, but first I would like to consider an alternative 
approach with more direct ties to traditional theatre. To such work I will give 
the title given to it by a 1977 Los Angeles exhibition of it: "Autobiographical 
Fantasies."'o 

The performance artist most closely associated with this sort of autobio
graphical work is probably Eleanor Antin, whose continuing interest has been 
in the dynamics of self-transformation. She began this quite literally in 1972 
by changing her physical appearance in performance pieces involving cosmet
ics and weight loss. She then began to be interested in "defining the limits of 
myself, meaning moving out to, in to, up to, and down to the frontiers of 
myself," and challenging the "tyrannical limitations" of the "usual aids to self
definition - sex, age, talent, time, and space." II In practice this means that 
Antin over a number of years developed a series of alternative projections of 
her persona, including a king, a ballerina, a black movie star, and a nurse. 

Similarly Suzanne Lacy attempted, in several of her pieces of the late 
1970S, such as Prostitution Notes or The Life and Times of Dana/dina Cam
eron, to loosen "the physical boundaries of the flesh, hence of the identity," 
consciously moving "into the realm of another experience" to become "one 
with that" In this 1980 interview, she described it as a "self-educating process 
... to expand my identity."" The difficulty, and in many cases the political and 
cultural uneasiness aroused by these attempts to project oneself into an other's 
identity diminished the interest in "autobiographical fantasies" after 1980, or 
at least turned them in a direction which allowed the perfonner to claim a cer
tain political, sexual, or ethnic authority for their articulation. More recent 
performance of "alternate" identities has often had a more distinctly political 
edge and has involved less exploration of external fantasy identities than of 
the multiple identities that we each carry within us as products of a complex 
and mixed culture. 

A clear example of this more recent focus is the performance work of 
Gomez-Pena. He also speaks of the "multiple identities," in his performance, 
but these arise from a particular cultural matrix: "Depending on the context I 
am Chicano, Mexican, Latin American, or American in the" wider sense of the 
term. The Mexican Other and the Chicano Other are constantly fighting to 
appropriate me or reject me."" In fact, the persona depicted in Gomez-Pena's 
performances, such as Border Brnjo or Warrior for Gringostroika, can proba
bly best be thought of as partly imaginative extensions of his own complex 
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personality and partly as calculated projections of cultural types and stereo
types reflecting current cross-<:ultural politics. 

Whoopi Goldberg 's successful Broadway run of dramatic monologues, in 
1985, provide a much more mainline and traditional version of a marginalized 
anist, here a perfonning black woman, exploring her "outsider" identity 
through a number of constructed personae. The major distinction between 
such personae and traditional stage characters is really no longer that the lauer 
involve "taking on a role," but rather that the "role" taken on is still somehow 
claimed to have a special and unique relationship to the personal and cultural 
"identity" of the actor. This distinction can still be claimed, though less 
strongly, with such a performer as Eric Bogosian, who like Goldberg occupies 
an even morc distinctly ambiguous position between theatre and performance. 
Bogosian himself has complained that: "People from theater came and said, 
'That's not theater' .... Perfonnance artists came and said 'That's not perfor
mance art. '''14 

The source of the confusion lies in the fact that, as performers make less 
pronounced "identity" claims for mUltiple stage personae, these personae 
become closer to the traditional concept of stage characters, particularly as 
represented by the stage monologue tradition, very imponant in America, of 
such artists as Ruth Draper and Beatrice Herford. Although their creations 
could not be considered theatrical roles in the sense of actants in a con
ventional dramatic pattern, they were certainly characters in the most conven
tional sense. 

One might still argue that a distinction could be made between the necessar
ily "open" identity of a conventional dramatic character scripted by an author 
in the expectation that it will be variously embodied by different actors and 
the clearly more individual and particularized "identity" of a character created 
by Ruth Draper, Whoopi Goldberg, or Eric Bogosian, designed only to be 
embodied by themselves. Such a division would be difficult to maintain, how
ever. Dramatic history is full of roles created for panicular authors, perhaps 
with no idea that anyone else would ever play them, which have over time 
been quite successfully appropriated by others, and however close the alterna
tive personae of performance art may be to their creators, it is difficult to 
imagine that a simi lar process might not similarly detach them, thus changing 
them from "identities" to "characters." This is a process that can happen even 
to unscripted alternate selves. The photographer, Manha Wilson, and perfor
mance anist, Jacki Apple, created a composite fantasy self, Claudia, in the 
197os, who became so popular that she was subsequently "played" by other 

. performance artists as wel1. 15 

It would thus be very difficult to construct a clear line between the mimetic 
"characters" of traditional drama and the authentic "alternate identities" of 
autobiographical performance. It is probably safer to think of a continuum 
stretching from the perfonnance of actual autobiographical material through 
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the improvised autobiographical fantansies of Antin and Apple, to the scripted 
multiple identities of Lacy and G6mez-Pena, to the enacted characters of 
Goldberg and Eric Bogosian, to the familiar tradition of stage monologues, to 
characters in conventional plays. 

Autobiographical performance in the stricter sense, not involving "autobio
graphical fantasies" or "alternate selves," but specific and individual autobio
graphical material, seems much more resistant to this shading through 
performance activity in to more traditional theatre, but a similar slippage con
tinually operates there as well. Obviously, as autobiographical material is pre
pared for stage presentation, and indeed even in its original recording, the 
processes of selection and narrativity operate on it, and the same sort of dis
tance that inevitably exists between the actual life experience, whatever that 
may have been, and the autobiographical structuring of it, necessarily exists 
also between the I that lived that experience and the I that narrates it to an 
audience. Both narrative and narrator are constructions. The role the actor 
now plays is a role which she claims as her own, but it remains a role, still 
deeply involved in both mimesis and representation. 

This phenomenon was not widely acknowledged in the autobiographical 
performance of the '970S when the emphasis was frequently upon providing a 
voice for hitherto silenced or suppressed identities and the authenticity and 
comprehensiveness of that voice was rarely , if ever, called into question. Just 
as women's performance art led the way in such expression in this decade, 
women's performance and femini st theory during the next decade began to 
explore the hidden and contradictory assumptions of this approach. Even 
when working with their own autobiography, performers began to realize they 
were not presenting an uncompromised, pure self, but a self constructed 
according to certain codes, many of which were so deeply embedded in the 
culture that they were utilized quite unconsciously. Some such codes operated 
on the level of the organization of material - codes of selection, of narration, 
of representation, of performance - while others operated at the level of the 
material itself - involving all sons of cultural assumptions about gender, sexu
ality, and the valence of particular attitudes and activities. In short, the "iden
tity" articulated by autobiographical performance was discovered to be 
already a role, a character, following scripts not controlled by the performer, 
but by the culture as a whole. 

This awareness has not diminished the importance of autobiographical per
formance, nor of the widespread use of autobiographical material by perfor
mance anists concerned with the exploration of questions of identity, 
particularly in relation to social and political questions. What has happened, . 
however, is that autobiographical performance has become much more self
reflexive, much more aware of its own constructedness, and much more will
ing to make this awareness itself pan of the presentation. 

Long before the current interest in autobiographical performance, realist 
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and natural ist playwrights sought to put "real life" on the stage, and tum-of
the-century plays and novels often depict the would-be author dutifully jotting 
down fragments of ongoing existence in his notebook to be worked into his 
next naturalistic play or shan story. The threat of a double inauthenticity was 
very often specifically noted in these activities - on the one hand the selection 
and arrangment of the materials of "real life" for fictional constructions neces
sarily made that material into something else and, more subtly, the constant 
observation of "real life" as possible material for fiction to a degree "fictional
ized" the actual living of that life. 

Even when contemporary autobiographical anists arc not ovenly concerned 
with the political or cultural implications of their performance, they may find 
it difficult, in this self-reflexive era, to avoid involvement with such questions. 
References to the process and the paradoxes of "constructing" and "perform
ing" autobiographical material now often mark such performance and thus 
add to its theatricality and to the conflation of the performer 's "identity" with 
a performed "character" of the same name. Spalding Grey's "Monster in a 
Box," for example, is a series of reflections precisely about the process of 
gathering and arranging the material for one of his works, and today when an
ists like Grey or Anderson speak of visits to doctors or trips abroad, these 
events, even if originally real, may seem to audiences as also originally quas i
scripted, undenaken in significant pan in order to provide material for subse
quent perfonnance. 

Autobiographical material has come to be regarded by many performance 
anists, and by many audiences, as less imponant for its congruence wi th 
"real" activities in the performer's past than for its authority claims in the nar
rative of a self being constructed in performance. Thus, Tim Miller 's 1991 
Sex/Love/Stories revealingly opens with Miller's observation: " I remember so 
many things, some of them even happened." Miller' s 1986 Buddy Systems, 
performed with Douglas Sandownick, makes a similar point in a more indirect 
manner. Here Miller recounted childhood memories, recalled activist demon
strations, sexual encounters, and eulogized dead friends, but Sandownick reg
ularly interrupted these reminiscences to comment, to correct, or to require 
more explanation, suggesting constantly that Miller's reminiscences were, 
like all reminiscences, colored by selective memory, incomplete and often 
inaccurate.16 David Roman has perceptively noted that despite the autobio
graphical mode, what is at stake in Miller is "not so much a recording of his 
life but, rather, a deliberate displacement of this life through performance."I, 

This displacement of identity in much contemporary political performance 
is not simply a reaction to the difficulty of accurately reconstructing the past. 
More fundamentally it arises from a concern widespread among culturally 
marginalized groups that their "identities" have in the past been largely con
structed for them by the dominant culture. First feminists, then other minority 
groups have sought ways to negotiate the tension between the desire to pro-
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vide a grounding for effective political action by affirming a specific identity 
and subject position and the desire to resist the essentialist assumptions of all 
cultural constructions. Intervention in the operations of the dominant symbolic 
systems ~ linguistic, theatrical, political, psychological, performative - seems 
to require, in Elin Diamond's words: "assuming a subject position, however 
provisional, and making truth claims, however flexible, concerning one's own 
representations." This operation has been cleverly termed "strategic essential
ism." ,8 Much contemporary performance in America operating with identity 
is perhaps best understood in the terms Diamond proposes, as simultaneously 
engaged in the claiming of and the ironic commentary upon identity positions, 
a complex and ambiguous performance strategy particularly marked in the 
work of performance artists exploring their identiiy as members of culturally, 
ethnically, or sexually marginalized communities. Thus, a performance by an 
artist like Miller, while apparently autobiographical, in fact, produces what 
Roman describes as "a chaotic multiplicity of representations, representations 
that displace, by the very process of proliferation, the authority of a conserva
tive ideology of sexual hegemony, AIDS myths, and aesthetic practices."'o 
Different performance positions, with varying claims to autobiographical 
grounding are taken not to establish an unified "identity," but to articulate var
ious perspectives on the material involved in the performance. Structurally 
speaking, one could easily designate these various positions as different "char
acters," different "roles" enacted by a single performer. 

Thus, by a different path, the enactment of autobiography itself, like the 
enactment of autobiographical fantasy, has come back around to converge 
with mimesis, distinguished from conventional theatre less by the operations 
of enactment than by the reliance upon a solo performer portraying a variety 
of constructed personae rather than the more traditional configuration of a 
group of actors each with a single one. 

This multiplicity of identities and of representational strategies is perhaps 
most strikingly deinonstrated in performances where the performer within a 
single show offers a series of identities ranging from apparently "authentic" 
autobiography in the manner of Grey to the creation of totally "other" selves 
in the manner of Bogosian. Two recent works by leading performance artists 
illustrate this. Deb Margolin's Of Mice , Bugs & Women ranges from a male 
Bogosian-type exterminator, through less extreme female characters, to direct 
out-of-character addresses to the audience, and finally to personal reminis
cences about having a baby and living in Secaucus, New Jersey. Each of these 
"characters" is tied back through various cross-references to the others and is 
thus a part of the sarne fictive as well as performative world. Karen Finley 
offers in A Certain Level of Denial a series of monologues, some of which 
seem clearly autobiographical, some of which seem to be fictional, though 
may not be, and some of w~ich represent clear invented "characters" (most 
notably a grotesque male Freudian therapist) . In one of the most moving, and 
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most complexly self-referential passages, she speaks of the suicide of a friend 
with AIDS and the inability of perfonnance art to represent death or the feel
ings associated with it. "This is not perfonnance," she states. And, yet, it is, or 
rather, it is and it isn't. . 

This fascination with the margins, with ambiguity, with double-codings can 
be seen everywhere in contemporary art and culture. Dwight Conquergood 
recently described perfonnance study itself as a discipline concerned not with 
centers, but with margins. 'o Among the distinct lines drawn by traditional the
atre study was that between actor and character, though there has always been 
some recognition that there was much more role-playing in so-called identity 
and much more of an actor's identity in so-called characters than this clear 
division admitted. Perfonnance art has pressed us not only to acknowledge 
that character, role, and identity are far more fluid categories than the tradi
tional binary categories admitted, but also to use this acknowledgement as a 
means for increasing the richness of Ollr theatre experience, of our awareness 
of ourselves, and of our culture. 
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