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In 1996 I made the performance Shot in the Dark: a short visual and auditory event that took place in the dark. Wearing a dress painted with ‘glow in the dark’ silk screening ink, I began the work by pressing a small hand held flash unit up to the dress causing globules of light to appear and disappear on its surface. In turn, an amplified camera mechanism was triggered by a remote control, discharging a professional flash unit. ‘Charged up’ the dress glows, seemingly hovering in the air before fading back into the dark; my legs, arms and head only seen during the momentary flashes. The amplified sound of the camera provides a rhythmic sound track to my repetitive poses, a system in which the performance is broken down into a series of photographic moments controlled by myself, the performer, during the event. 

Similarly, in the 1998 performance Hook and Eye I used a ‘sound­to­light’ unit to control my visibility to the audience. In this work, I wore a suit with Velcro sewn on it, which caused parts of my body to stick back to itself as I moved. Small handmade microphones sewn throughout the suit amplified the scratchy noise of Velcro as it attached and then separated from itself. The consequent rasping sound activated the disco ‘sound­ to­light’ unit, which in turn triggered a single one hundred-watt bulb. The performance visually resembled a cross between dancing in the light of an open fire and the flickering of an old film and represented another attempt to control the manifestation of an image from within the performance itself. If Shot in the Dark was broken down into a series of performance images, like live photographic stills, Hook and Eye was a live performance­film, flickering, its still images animated into moving ones. 

Connotations Performance Images 1994­1998 came out of making such live work and my subsequent observations of the differences between the experience of performing and its archiving as a document. I observed the gap between my memory of an event and the photographs I collected from photo­processors a couple of days later. This led me to think about other performance works represented in documentary formats, particularly documents that reflected the 1970’s obsession with ‘the real’
. Secondly, the series was an aspirational work: by tracing four years of a fictive international performance career, it compensated for artistic mistakes and personal boundaries observed in my own ‘actual’ performances. Benefiting retrospectively from a historical awareness of the role of documentation in establishing the ‘performance’ canon in the 1960’s and 1970’s, Connotations . . . fast­tracks straight to document. Again, by placing itself in dialogue with historic performance works, it flows into the space of the museum, operating at ease within extant recording and archiving structures. A fantasy career, Connotations .  . . became a way of creating opportunities that did not exist at the time. 

Learning about performance through a fragmentary reading of historic works alongside the experience of making live work (an investment in the undertaking of different projects in order to develop an understanding of the performance craft
), I became interested in the reflexive space between performing and its conventional representation in film, video, and text, through residual artefact or photography. It struck me that performances that were often chaotic or adhoc events, became formalised through documentary processes. Mindful of working methods and modes identified in documents from the 1970’s, I established an informal index of performance descriptions in order to form my own subjective performance canon. Formal terms that had become associated with performance such as duration, endurance, intervention, body­art, musical­performance and collaboration resonate throughout the works in the Connotations . . . series. Drawing from these, Connotations . . . became an ‘aspirational portfolio’ of works: mimicking, misinterpreting and re­expressing what already existed in the canon, while at the same time creating, or at least imagining, new performance works. In this, I occupied a position somewhere between fan and critic, making a work that was both a celebration and analysis of the established genre and its reliance on the documentary image. 

Connotations . . . then assumes the mannerisms of an archive: an institutional looking information panel introduces the series and each photograph is accompanied by a text, which provides data such as dates and locations, all of which are entirely fictional. When first thinking about Connotations . . .  I did not intend to reveal its fictional status: no one knew my work and it would have been easy to convince people that I had actually done the performances described in the series. I did not feel able to keep the secret for long enough ­ probably years ­ and chose instead to present two contradictory sets of information, rather than a straightforward documentary show. 

The photographer Casey Orr took most of the photographs in the series over a week in August 1998. Individual photographs appear to be eclectic; the use of different cameras, film formats, types, processing, printing, and mounting techniques, all try to endorse the archive’s claim that it was brought together over a four-year period. To heighten this claim two actual collaborators David Cunningham and Matt Wand appear in the two separate fictional pieces Bass in a Space and You Scratch Yours and I’ll Scratch Mine. Like any other overview of practice, some of the fictional representations are ‘weaker’ than others. Works like Virtual Techno Sponge and Endless Lock Groove appear to be unresolved ideas and are difficult to categorise as, without dramatic focus, their narratives less likely to be recounted or mythologised in any way. Another instance of how the fictive illusion is maintained is the fact that all items of clothing worn in the series belonged to me between 1994 and 1998. These clothes were worn in their respective fictional years with seasonal adjustments made to imply spring, summer, winter and autumn. In an attempt to change my appearance, I dyed my hair three times during the week, modified my make­up between shoots and painted my fingernails different colours on alternate days. Aware of ways in which Connotations . . . overlaps with portraiture (When I met her, Casey Orr was working mainly with portraiture), I obscure or conceal my face in many of the images. Through these particular processes of authentication and attention to detail, Connotations . . . extends beyond theatre, mimicry and parody to acknowledge contradictions between the artifice and realities of performance­art. 

Taking only a week rather than the stated four years to complete, the work realises ideas that only previously existed in notebooks, crediting fictional performances to years in which I had been thinking of doing them. Running into a pub and stealing drinks while dressed as a ghost (Spirit) is something that I thought about doing as a performance in 1995, but didn’t. Connotations . . . provided the forum for an idea to exist without actually having to do it, except for the camera. In the process of making the work, I often had to perform an action similar to that described in its accompanying text in order to realize the photograph
. In Spirit I DID have to run around a pub covered by a white sheet, so the event happened but not in the way outlined in its description. Photographed in The Pride of Spitalfields pub in the East End of London, we filled the bar with Halloween decorations (those in the photograph are handmade, since it was summer and no shops had Halloween trimmings in stock). A few locals drinking in the bar that evening had been in the footballing tribute photo Football Audio Cup the night before, so we had to rearrange seating so that they were less recognisable this new photo/fiction. 

The making of the Human Resources photograph also mirrors its fictional narrative. In this, I had to collect my breath in sandwich bags: in fact this happened over a couple of hours every evening during the week prior to the photo shoot. The pile of sandwich bags was in fact stuffed with old curtains in order to appear much larger than it actually was.

Like a notebook, diary or archive Connotations . . . is a storage system, indexing friends, locations, exhibition details, dates and collaborators, all of which contribute to the encryption of an incidental biographical picture of my life in 1998, when the work was made. Rather than explicitly divulging personal information through a confessional mode, biographical details are cryptically embedded in the work. Included in the series are my birth date (25th Birthday Party, 18 November 1995), my mother and my sisters’ birthdays and, where possible, actual performance dates and their respective years. Other annual events that are fictionally represented in the work include Halloween (31 October ­ Spirit), the new tax year (6 April ­ Human Resources) and Art’s Birthday (17 January ­ Virtual Techno Sponge). On 17 January 1996 (Virtual Techno Sponge) I was in Canada at the Western Front celebrating Arts Birthday, not in London participating with a live web­link to Canada. On 22 May 1998 I was at the ICA in London performing the actual work Hook and Eye, not taking part in the work Smoke, Smoke, Smoke at the Gallery Otto Plonk in Norway, as stated in the fictional Connotations . . .. 

The work references the cultural phenomenon of the autumn festival and marks the beginning of the art season at the same time of year, with a higher percentage of fictional performances happening during this period. In most cases I had actually worked with the named venues and likewise, friends or curators associated with a venue or place were fictionally credited as the photographers of the piece. Photographs of performances in ‘galleries’ were actually taken in offices, corridors and studios. Other works represent different ideas of ‘place’. At the time of making Connotations . . .  I had not visited either New York (B[in]) or Amsterdam (I Spy Surveillance Fly): both these works represent an imaginary idea of these two cities ­ Amsterdam and its gabled houses and the grimy urbanism of downtown New York. In a double bluff, other venues are attributed correctly: The Visit, photographed in Beverley Market Square, affirms the work’s authenticity to the people of Beverley where Connotations . . . was originally shown
. 

Connotations . . . acts like a smokescreen, exchanging one set of actual experiences (a photo shoot) for a fictional construction (a performance), thereby distinguishing between the activities of looking at a photograph and witnessing a performance. This dislocation, addressed through staged imagery, replaces the performance witness with the camera and subsequently the gallery viewer’s gaze. The difference between experiencing a performance and encountering a work as a document is explored through the fictional work Smoke, Smoke, Smoke (1998) which informed the actual performance work of the same name in 1999. The version of Smoke, Smoke, Smoke performed live for an audience, made after its initial depiction in Connotations . . . , attempted to create an historical blip in its mixing of fact, fiction, imagination and experience and formally explore slippage between the fictional archive and my ‘actual’ practice. 

Making two versions of the same work was not an attempt to privilege experience over imagination, or re­inforce a hierarchy between fact and fiction, but was instead a way to compare product and experience. The product in both fictional and actual performances of Smoke, Smoke, Smoke is similar: that is, there exist similar looking photographs resulting from both scenarios that have comparable textual descriptions. In both situations, the experience of making the image was to a degree suppressed by its textual description. The makeshift party atmosphere, friendly chat, joking, and drinking that accompanied the making of the fictional image of Smoke, Smoke, Smoke is masked rather than revealed by the photo and its accompanying text. In contrast, the actual performance of Smoke, Smoke, Smoke is a grainy colour snapshot taken by a student with an instamatic camera at an angle from the side of the performance space, the image washed out, to a degree, by a haze of exhaled smoke surrounding the choir. The three fictional counterparts made by the professional photographer Casey Orr are high definition ­ that is, not hazy from the smoke of the performance ­ and shot with a medium format camera from a position directly in front of the choir, special lighting illuminating the plumes of smoke. Further, the photographs in Connotations . . . were shot at a ratio of 50:1, much higher than the handful of images taken during the live performance of Smoke, Smoke, Smoke. In another example of aesthetics the fiction Lock­jaw Lecture Series is not a convincing performance document, its style is staged, the relationship between text and image reflexive.  

Along with other works in the series, the fictional Smoke, Smoke, Smoke in Connotations  . . . also refers back to ways of recording, noting and retaining information since its accompanying text panel includes a Fluxus type score. Additionally, one of the images can operate as a musical score (white cigarette embers dotted against a black background suggest a negative musical score) since when it is read from left to right, it can be played like conventional musical notation. 

The image and text for another fictional work Stealth is perhaps at the heart of Connotations . . . consideration and exploration of the photographic moment. The accompanying text describes a performance that took place in the dark, a complex narrative in which the figure is only ‘seen’ by the flash of the curators’ camera when he takes a single photograph of the presentation: the camera flash throws its light on the performer, before bouncing off the body into the camera lens and being reflected onto a piece of photographic film. Ignoring other sensory perceptions, the works narrative proposes a collapse of the space between primary (performance witness) and secondary viewing positions (viewer encountering the work in its documentary format), uniting them in the photographic moment. The textual description for Stealth introduces a fictional figuration of the photographer and recounts the way that the performer hands over the control of the image making process to someone else, a procedure that is replicated in the making of Connotations . . . itself. Stealth was actually photographed as I jumped up and down in front of a black cloth in a very small studio. It is the only work in the series that has been manipulated, the negative twisted and black added to make it look like I am falling through air in the middle of a large dark space. 

Another work, Crying Glasses (An Aid to Melancholia) was made in response to the existing photographic document Catalysis IV by Adrian Piper, (1970). This black and white documentary image of Piper sat on a bus with a white towel stuffed in her mouth allowed me to consider the impact of the camera’s presence on work that intervenes into public space. In the Catalysis series, it was Piper’s intention to ‘catalyse’ the public through the artist’s presence among them as an art work. Crying Glasses . . . was made as a fictional counterpart to Piper’s piece and describes itself as an ongoing intervention in which I publicly demarcate myself through an action (in this case wearing a large pair of glasses that supposedly pump out tears ­ wiped on glycerin ­ to express sorrow). In the photographic document of Catalysis IV, I noticed the body language of the dark-haired woman sat next to Piper on the bus. A camera flash reflected in the bus window above the woman’s head exposes the triangular relationship between camera, performer and witness in this photograph, making me wonder if the woman’s apparent physical discomfort was to do with Piper or the camera. In Crying Glasses . . . I appropriate Piper’s neighbour (played by myself) and bring her to the center of the frame in a visual palimpsest that exchanges the positions of performer and witness. 


Other historic performances used as palimpsests in Connotations . . . include Dennis Oppenheim’s Reading Position for Second Degree Burn (1970) which informed the fictional work Meditation on Gender Difference. Here Oppenheim’s minimalist critique (white square on red chest) becomes an inverted form of sunbathing and ‘sunburn’ itself is replaced by red makeup. Chris Burden’s performance intervention Deadman (1972) is transformed into the fictional performance work B(in), both pieces narrate an implied physical danger: my own piece recounting that I ran away from some bin men and Burden’s through his arrest
. The self-effacing fictions of Meditation on Gender Difference and B(in) are antiheroic, proposing poetic action and fragmentary gesture. 

The images Head, You Blew my Mind and Blowout track the beginnings of the perfomative self­portrait particularly Bruce Nauman’s contribution to studio­based performance work in his series Eleven Colour Photographs (1966-67/1970), particularly Self-portrait as a Fountain. Other Connotations . . . pieces encourage people to fill in the gaps and make their own associations in a guessing game that matches fictional images to actual performance works. Once someone assured me of the relationship between my fictional work Human Resources and Piero Manzoni’s Artist’s Breath, (1960) ­ this was not my connection, but I felt it was necessary allow the person to believe that this was my intention. The legacy of Connotations . . . lies with such misunderstandings, withholding and releasing contradictory sets of information in an attempt to destabilise the series and resist the sedimentary exertion of the archive.  

� ‘Performance through the 70s acted as if it was real . . . but this belief couldn’t hold up, the facts showed the theory for wishful thinking it was . . . this ‘real’ was set up, this ‘real’ was for performances sake.’ Vito Acconci ‘performance after the fact’ New Observations, June 1993 p29


� The term ‘craft’ is used to highlight the institutionalisation of performance. In Connotations . . . I place myself in the position of a third generation artist, working through the canon from a distance. The use of this term is deliberately contrary to the conceptual origins of both performative and performance methodologies, which attempted to operate outside of a skills base. 


� I do not appear in works such as Virtual Techno Sponge where text and image are constructs independent of agency. 


� Connotations ­ Performance Images 1994 ­1998: 10 ­ 25 October 1998, Beverley Art Gallery, Beverley.


� The text for B(in) states that I spend the day inside a bin bag in New York waiting for the garbage men to pick me up and that when they arrive I jump out of the bag and run home. The work itself, initially a resolution of an idea to make a performance inside a bin bag is also a comment on or re-negotiation of Burden’s performance Deadman in which, hidden beneath a canvas tarpaulin on La Cienega Boulevard in L.A, Burden puts both himself and drivers in danger by becoming unrecognisable as a living human form. Burden’s work resolves itself when the police arrive and arrest him for ‘causing a false emergency to be reported’ (see Deadman description under endnote number 21). In B(in) I remain hidden and like Burden use a material and location to hide within that may be associated with death. Differently however, Burden’s work presents an immediate physical danger from the passing cars on the freeway while mine proposes minimal potential danger in the form of bin men arriving and placing me in the back of a garbage truck. B(in) ends when, as the bin men approach, I claim to run home away from the danger, puncturing the heroism of Burden’s arrest. Hayley Newman, Self­interview, Locating Performance, Textual Identity and the Performative, PhD, University of Leeds, 2001.








