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In Parkdale, there are no movie theatres, no bookstores, no 
gallery spaces. The locals meet outside the donut shops, at the 
drop-in, in the bars. Park benches are full. Hookers stake the 
corners. There are drunken howls, monologue raps, spontaneous 
combustions. A man in a wheelchair propelled by two huskies cuts 
a path through the lingering crowd. In the Green Machine booth a 
slim, bedraggled man practises ballet. Down the block, a couple 
fights. She slaps him across the face, a hard slap on each cheek. He 
goes as if to hit her, but they collapse in an embrace, tall imposing 
figures dissolving into baby-faced tears. A wild-haired woman 
tiptoes barefoot through the snow, gathering brown leaves blowing 
in the street. Fleeing the peeling paint and four cramped walls of the 
boarding houses, restless from medications, ex-psychiatric patients 
are gathered outside a mental health clinic two hours before it 
opens. One sits down in the middle of the sidewalk. Another 
directs the evening traffic. A woman takes aim and swings her purse 
at invisible adversaries. The si Iver screen and the pavement meet at 
Queen Street corners where street 'actions' become a performance 
without choreography. 

Performance art as a practice, as a history, becomes like an imagi
nary evening in Parkdale condensed to a description. The Body as 
... Alchemy, Ritual, Transgression, Exhibitionism, Repetition, Voy
eurism. These are the isolated signifiers of the 1970's which be
come the catch-phrases of the '80's. Forgotten events are sensation
alized as extraordinary incidents. Performance art, like a line from 
a bad B-movie, has only its memories. The 'raw' body becomes 
tamed as an imaginary site of presence, de-territorialized in the 
remembering but expropriated in the re-telling. Narratives which 
weave the body into the fabric of socio-political structures are 
disavowed. Documentation re-invents the context. The 'de-materi
alization' of the art-object, slipping towards transgression, be
comes the body's idealized representation. The body's occupation 
of a representational ideal within Western philosphy guarantees its 
re-materialization. The body becomes a rhetorical device we in
habit like wearing a favorite jacket frayed over time. It becomes a 
paradoxical site in performance art: at once the vanishing point of 
its history and a framework for its authorization. 

Once we were subjects to a History of binary divisions that Chris
tianity stormed and philosophies beseiged. And the body was the 
war-zone, torn between flesh and spirit, good and evil, presence 
and absence, subject and object. Women were weak, with only 
one of Adam's ribs to encase a suspect womb. Men were innocents 
wandering in a corrupt wilderness of physical temptation and 
spiritual acclaim. But as rumour would have it, the rap about 
the body shifted in the twentieth century. Spirituality fell out of 
the sky and landed on rationality's lap. Darwin's theories of evolu
tion and Einstein's relativity disrupted a family compact between 
religion and science. Marx analysed the material conditions of 
oppression, and Freud shouted an hysteric eureka at the discovery 
of bisexuality and an unconscious psyche. The body was disrobed 
of its innate morality, but it was not left naked. For sexuality and 
gender conspired to re-instate morality as an organic imperative of 
the body's biology. Pavlov barked and Skinner stood to attention. 
Object-choice became pivotal to a heterosexual order and pathol
ogy became the property of the asylum rather than the mystery of 
the shaman. The 'masses' became weighed down by the heavy 
garmets of conflicting ideologies and subjectivity became steel
toed boots that kicked the body where it hurt. Language, sprung 
fully formed as the 'new' science, the heart of the legal system and 
the rhetoric of power, began to distrust the body as a site of 
resistance. The body became abstracted, but not disentangled from 
its genealogy. 

We no longer spoke of the body, but were subjects to bodies of 
discourse, of knowledge, of history, of difference. Modernism 
erected a wall of form to shore up the ego's disintegrating centre, 
floating between mis-apprehension and mis-recognition. Mass
media superimposed the mechanics of representation upon the 
reception of information. Technology superimposed the mechan-

ics of commun_ication upon perception. Genetics framed evolut through mutation. Sexual drffer�nce located the vanishing P<>i 
the body in the male gaze, in woman's absence. The post-nu 
age begat the post-political paradigm begat the post-mode 
theory. Political positions, sensuality, physicality, became 
towns in a gold rush of fragmentation. The body was squ 
flattened, a two-dimensional icon on a billboard, an image 
screen where substance became an illusion of light. It 
attatched to a vast influencing machine where state and ca 
joined in a sprawling and incomprehensible system of invi 
levers and pulleys. The organs of the body disappeared, th 
gender, traces remaining in the microchip readouts of vital stati 
and credit ratings. Finally, there were no longer bodies but 
narratives of the subject, swirling around the decomposing c 
of venal sin. 

For some, the body appeared lost through a lack of access to 
narratives, becoming an object wrapped in newspapers that 
jects stepped over. For others, the narratives were all-consum 
The body did not vaporize into a malestrom of indifference 
became elided through commodification. Flesh became a feti 
signification: of wealth, of status, of success, of beauty, of yo 
difference. The elixir of immortality became grafted onto a 
dissipated by illusion. Bodies still died and babies were born. 
was performed. But in the wasteland of codified pleasure inti 
became pure imitation. Narratives enbalmed the body in a m  
tomb of religion, technolgy, biology. Collusion became the will 
power, occlusion the imperative of the new morality. To 
starvation, disease, war, became 'abstractions' to represent 
body of the 'other' in First World media. For those suffering 
these abstractions, the physical body superceded narrative. 
those watching on television, the body assumed an immunity to 
flesh through the inoculation of representation. 

It is somewhere in this fictional territory, this dystopia, be 
description and retel Ii ng, between the narratives of the subject 
representations of the body, that a context for performance 
emerges in the 1980's. But in negotiating the distance between 
own imagined golden age of history and this contemporary I 
tion, performance art faces the threat of obsolescence in an 
world context. Squeezed between the return of the art object 
the disavowal of the body, performance art has become a bit 
actor in a bad western. It stages a theatre of presence only
uncover a representational minefield where flesh and radicality 
defused in a critical framework of 'endless appropriation.' It 
against an eviction notice in a redevelopment scheme where 
runs are popular and objects are historically overdetermined. It 
prospector seeking a stake through the body in a postm 
terrain where illusion has become the new Truth and reprod 
imitation. The performer, in using his/her physical presence in 
construction of an art piece, must account for an increasi . 
immobilizing configuration of political and rhetorical narra 
which designate the body as a glych, a bug to be ironed out. For 
fictional territory of the 1980's is not a fairy-tale wherein pe 
ance art is Cinderella and postmodern theory the wicked . mother, but a cultural construction which functions as an adJ 
to the socio-political climate of Reaganite economics. As an 
form with no resale value, a poor cousin to appropriation, pe 
ance must develop a strategy to survive within an eco�?mic g

d
r 

representation where simulation creates commodrtres an 
values the body as an artificial fiction. 

It is summer, 1986. As the first wave of heat swaddles the 
humidity licks up pantlegs and curdles in pavement cracks, 
one begins to search for an air-conditioned paradise. To the 
they go - enduring endless teen comedies and muscl 
bodies as their sweat dries into lingering smells that mingle with 
scent of buttered popcorn. Down by the lake, at Har�u 
tourists mill in orderly throngs, bodies directed by arch• 
design, eyes blinking in perfect unison at the white-capped 
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