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E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S

The hybrid role of curator-producer 
that accompanies working in perfor-
mance offers a different way of thinking 
from that of curating objects. To write 
about or critique performance art, in-
terdisciplinary reference knowledge is 
requisite. The methodology and history 
for this kind of curator continue to adapt 
with the evolution of artistic practice in 
the performance field. When curating 
objects or live action, the goal is to think 
through visual composition; the artists 
included in E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S—Ange-
lina Dreem, Richard Kennedy, Whitney 
Vangrin, and Jaimie Warren—create an 
aesthetic experience in real time; they 
bring qualities of visual art into play in 
live performance. In addition, however, 
they also sculpt a social environment, 
establishing a dynamic or a set of rules 
that govern the space when they are 
on stage, establishing a kind of public 
sphere.

These artists have been chosen to 
explore the range of possibilities made 
available through the action of the per-
formance artist. Whether through the 
creation of a mood, a narrative, the sim-
ulation of a situation, the establishment 
of a power dynamic, a role reversal, or 
the channeling of an archetype or char-
acter, the performance arena becomes a 
space for negotiation or apprehension. 
The idea of social governance and terms 
such as “safe space” come into play, 

bestowing on the rules and borders of 
the performance space the function of 
giving sanctuary and empowerment to 
counter-publics. These spaces them-
selves are precarious: environments 
constructed through social supports, 
they endure as long as those conditions 
of governance are acknowledged. What-
ever order is established by the perfor-
mance artist exists as a mode of opera-
tion in the performance space, an arena 
in which both performer and audience 
are actors and participants upholding a 
structure of social support. 

The physical platform where the 
performance takes place is a key player 
in this exhibition, acting as a surround-
ing/supporting structure in dynamic 
relation with the social support. A phys-
ical construction, the platform seeks to 
become an ecology, a “zone” like that 
in Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1979 film Stalk-
er—the only open space where the new 
can become manifest. Here the artist 
is given a designated space in which to 
create something alien, something new, 
strange, and disruptive that experiments 
with space in real time. The platform 
metaphorically acts as a kind of zone 
through its construction. In using raw 
and industrial materials in an experi-
mental way, the space becomes a mani-
festation of a kind of support structure. 

Unintentionally, the design for the 
platform bears some resemblance to the 
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1959 seminal Fluxus event 18 Happen-
ings in 6 Parts. There are plastic walls 
that, through various levels of trans-
parency, create an interaction between 
inside and outside via various points of 
visibility and opacity. The use of plastic 
and other raw materials becomes a kind 
of symbol of a space for production. For 
18 Happenings in 6 Parts, the plastic 
sheets were used to create semi-trans-
parent separations that varied the view-
points of the audience and performers. 
The lineage of the Fluxus movement 
has a strong relation to the Situationists 
and their mission to disrupt and wake 
people up from the complacency of 
everyday life under a numbing capitalist 
labor structure. These kinds of spaces 
or performative arenas allow the artist 
and audience to stage interventions that 
might spill out into public consciousness 
and make visible the inherent performa-
tivity that exists within the everyday. 

“Alien” is a term indicating 
something foreign, something coming 
from outside, a consciousness or 
identity that is nonconforming or 
strange. That idea intersects in different 
ways with the various subjectivities 
in the exhibition. Angelina Dreem’s 
performance channels Bertolt Brecht’s 
theory of alienation, creating a critical 
space between performer and audience. 
Richard Kennedy performs an outside 
subjectivity, the psychological state 
experienced by an individual or a 
community as they feel themselves 
inhabiting a space outside normative 
social mores. Jaimie Warren addresses 
a space of fictive realities, where 
a normativity is reversed through 
performative actions, making the alien 
probable. Whitney Vangrin presents 
a kind of alien space by playing on 
Brechtian notions of “making the 
familiar strange.” Through psychological 
pressure and a live feedback image, 
she creates a space of otherness, 
simultaneously presenting both an 
inside and an outside subjectivity.

For Brecht, alienation was a way 
to make the audience retain a level of 
self-awareness during the course of 
the performance; audience members 
were encouraged to step out of the zone 
of fiction constructed by the staged 
performance and to enter back into 
everyday consciousness. The theatrical 
performance was a prompt to insti-
gate alienation through a disruption 
or disturbance of everyday experience, 
prompting viewers to reflect critically 
on their own position in society. Anoth-
er kind of alienation felt by people is dis-
tinct from the simulated alienation that 
Brecht worked to attain through theat-
rical performance. In this latter sense, 
alienation is a separation or estrange-
ment that people may feel from social 
spaces because of their place in society, 
their race, their gender, or their ethnic 
identity. These spaces are built through 
hegemonic structures andsocial mores 
that, unlike the space of the theater, are 
often difficult to escape. While people on 
the margins of society may be subject to 
feelings of separation or dissonance, this 
feeling of otherness may also prompt 
a body of people to come together and 
begin to dictate their own social con-
structs, forming counter-publics that act 
as a nonnormative means of governance.

These new modes of governance 
advanced by social networks and com-
munities are giving life to new public 
spheres—to what Simon Sheikh calls 

Jaimie Warren, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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“counter-publics,” a notion that chal-
lenges the modernist notion of a com-
plete system or artwork. For Sheikh 
“there is no ideal, generalized specta-
tor”; rather, a public is a fragmented 
network. “Counter-publics,” Sheikh 
writes, “can be understood as particular 
parallel formations of a minor or even 
subordinate character where other or 
oppositional discourses and practices 
can be formulated and circulated.”1  An 
exhibition too is a type of public sphere, 
a formation where new positions can 
be asserted through a network of rela-
tionships that is extended to the pub-
lic. These alternative spaces can act as 
refuge and sanctuary. An example of 
this is the “safe space.” The term “safe 
space” has so far appeared largely in 
the context of educational institutions: 
queer or feminist student activists, 
or members of racial minorities, have 
sought reform or sanctuary by initiating 
a group or club where they can meet and 
express themselves in way that is totally 
uninhibited and unaffected by outside 
judgment. These clubs have precedents 
in the feminist consciousness-raising 
groups of the 1960s—a notable example 
being the Redstockings, founded in New 
York City in 1969—in which a group of 
women would meet in an apartment or 
cafe to discuss issues in their lives and 
tactics for fighting patriarchal oppres-

sion. Institutions can mark safe spaces 
by displaying the safe-space symbol, 
a pink triangle with a green rectangle 
around it. These spaces characteristical-
ly designate a set of respectful practices, 
such as trigger warnings, gender-neutral 
bathrooms, scent-free spaces, and other 
small actions that all circle back to what 
a safe space is and what kind of gestures 
by its inhabitants make it safe.

The notion of the safe space has 
broadened into an idea or an ethos ap-
parent in social circles fighting against 
dominant hegemonic and oppressive 
forces. These alienated counter-publics 
can become catalysts for the formation 
of new communities, and the safe space 
can potentially become a haven for pro-
gressive thought, political activism, and, 
over time, the empowerment of margin-
alized bodies. The artists participating 
in  share an approach found in subcul-
tural, DIY public spheres that have em-
braced and become empowered by alien 
identities (with “alien” as a extension of 
the continuum of alienation to include 
a kind of unidentified nonnormative 
identity practice). Here, a nonnorma-
tive or alien identity becomes a site of 
empowerment. Not all of the artists in 
the show speak outright to vulnerable or 
marginalized publics, but they do rep-
resent intersections among gender, race, 
and sexual identities and create spaces 
for nonconformity that run counter to 
heteronormativity. The exhibition itself 
functions as an exploration of alien 
identities, and of what it means to exist 
in or occupy a subjectivity that is both 
inside and outside.

The intersection of these various 
notions of the alienated becomes a junc-
ture between how a member of a com-
munity is alienated and how an audience 
member is absorbed into an alien space 
and made to experience something both 
strange and new. That alien space is the 
crux of this exhibition—it becomes a 
zone, a space fraught with possibility. 
In the Brechtian notion of the Verfre-

1 Simon Sheikh, “In the Place of 
the Public Sphere? Or, the World 
in Fragments,” republicart, June 
2004, 

Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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mdungseffekt—the “alienation effect,” 
also called the “distancing effect” or the 
“estrangement effect”—the audience is 
meant to retain a level of self-aware-
ness at all times, preventing them from 
losing themselves in the performance. 
Alienation separates audience and 
performer and invokes empathy and 
a critical level of self-understanding. 
Audiences are always meant to be aware 
of themselves in relation to the staged 
narrative. Brecht was quoted as explain-
ing that using “the A-Effect,” which in 
theater is “intended purely to show the 
world in such a way that it becomes 
manageable,” has as advantages “its 
quality of being natural and earthly, 
its humor and renunciation of all the 
mystical elements that have stuck to the 
orthodox theater from the old days.”2  
Here cultural critique becomes the vehi-
cle for radical productivity and agency. 
“Criticism of society,” Brecht continues, 
“is ultimately revolution; there you have 
criticism taken to its logical conclusion 
and playing an active part. A critical 
attitude of this type is an operative fac-
tor of productivity.”3  And if criticism is 
the vehicle for revolution, then creating 
a critical and self-reflexive audience is 
the conduit through which to channel 
that political idealism. And as we often 
wonder, what can art do? And how does 
political activism live within institu-
tional territory? There are always layers 
of contradictions that occur within the 
space of art and activism. If revolution is 
in part fueled by criticism, then it is ever 
more important to maintain an audi-
ence that is disrupted, aware, and faced 
with realities that might put their own 
subjectivity into question. 

Hans-Thies Lehmann’s theory of 
“postdramatic theater” evolved out of 
Brechtian dramaturgy to also include 
the trajectory of performance art.4  
Lehmann addresses a kind of perfor-
mance in which literature or dramatic 
text is no longer the focus; in the post-
dramatic, theater and performance pull 

their references from visual culture, a 
landscape of images and sounds. Since 
performance art lies at the intersection 
of avant-garde theater and visual art, 
it was a natural evolution of postmod-
ern theater. This new theory was also 
marked by an explicit turn toward the 
audience. In traditional theater perfor-
mance the audience was an invisible lay-
er of the staged narrative. With the “4th 
wall break”—a cornerstone of avant-gar-
de theater—the characters become 
self-aware and the audience is acknowl-
edged or recognized in a new way. This 
is part of the Brechtian dynamic of how 
an audience and a performer are more 
critically engaged within a performa-
tive arena. In Lehman’s understanding 
of performance, the audience is always 
an appendage of the performance itself, 
as an evolution of this “4th wall break.” 
He posits that the turn to performance 
is thus at the same time always a turn 
towards the audience, as well. Feminist 
theory, queer theory and postcolonial 
theatre scholarship, as well as the more 
recent analyses of disability and perfor-
mance and age and performance, have 
all pointed out that performance has the 
power to question and destabilize the 
spectator’s construction of identity and 
the “other”—more so than realist mi-
metic drama, which remains caught in 
representation and thus often reproduc-
es prevailing ideologies.5

In an echo of the 1970s and ‘80s, 
when artists such as Valie Export, Car-
olee Schneeman, Marina Abramovic, 
Vito Acconci, and Chris Burden used 
their bodies as a means to disturb and 
disrupt the space of the spectator, per-
formance is often generalized as an art 
form that seeks to shock its audience 
with sadomasochistic gestures. This in 
effect would create a space of alienation 
between audience and performer. In 
Lehmann’s definition, “The differentia-
tion between performance and theatre 
(we know there is no completely clear 
border) would have to be made not only 

2 Quoted in John Willett and 
James Murray Barbour, Brecht 
On Theatre: The Development of 
an Aesthetic (London: Methuen 
Drama, 1964), 140.

3 Ibid., 146.

4 Hans-Thies Lehmann, Post-
dramatic Theatre (London: 
Routledge, 2010).

5 Ibid., 5.
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6 Ibid, 138.

7 Ibid., 134.

where the exposure of the body and the 
self-inflicted injury introduce the body 
as signifying material into a situation, 
in which it is ‘absorbed’ by the signify-
ing process, but where the situation is 
brought about expressly for the purpose 
of self-transformation.”6  The self-trans-
formative properties of performance 
pertain not only to the arena of self-in-
flicted harm—as this is only a sliver of 
the kind of material that is drawn out in 
artistic performance—but to the trans-
formation of a space or social construct 
through live actions of the body.

The space between audience and 
performer has become more pro-
nounced, and E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S moves 
toward the clearing of a space, the 
creation of a performative arena, in 
which the alien identity can exist and 
its social supports can be made visible. 
The construction of a platform in the 
exhibition is also part of a conversation 
with the audience, as it extends a space 
usually assigned to the performer to also 
be a space for the audience. Lehmann’s 
idea of the postdramatic theater signaled 
a paradigm shift. It draws influences 
from Brechtian dramaturgy, but what 
is at stake in it are the new modes of 
perception that dominate the contempo-
rary era. New kinds of visual informa-
tion have influenced every aspect of the 
arts, including theater and performance 
art; in this context, for Lehmann, it is 
through the postdramatic that the-
ater and performance art converge. He 
explains that “performance approaches 
theatre in its search for elaborate visu-
al and auditory structures.…From the 
point of view of visual arts, Performance 
Art presents itself as an expansion of 
pictorial or object-like presentations 
of reality through the addition of the 
dimension of time.”7 It is not that these 
modes of technology are the subject of 
the performance, but that they have 
affected what the performance looks 
like and the kinds of structures that it 
adopts. Artists are referring less often 

to the linear stories and cohesive plots 
that come from literary forms, but 
are instead responding to the fluidity 
and accelerated pace of the digital age. 
Dynamics of theater were altered by 
the kind of confrontation posed within 
visual arts performance and these new 
temporalities become the spaces and 
structures for alternative realities. 

“Exhibition,” “zone,” “arena,” “plat-
form”—all are neutral descriptors for 
kinds of containers. They can apply at 
once to physical, virtual, or psychologi-
cal spaces to be filled through different 
kinds of functions. In discussing this 
project I have been using these different 
terms as parts of a milieu of neutrali-
ty that is capable of being radicalized. 
In the case of this exhibition, in which 
the live performance is the means by 
which the container is filled and given 
meaning, I have specifically used the 
term “platform” to indicate a space for 
new work to be created. A platform is 
a malleable entity that serves various 
functions and is therefore slippery 
to pin down. It is a somewhat neutral 
template in which something new can 
manifest. Its use is common today, even 
ubiquitous, especially in the technolog-
ical jargon of the digital world: a com-
puter, for instance, is a platform for an 
operating system, itself a platform for 
a range of software. Benjamin Bratton, 
in his book The Stack: On Software & 
Sovereignty (2016), designates platforms 
as one of the layers of “The Stack.” The 
Stack is a theoretical model that Bratton 
has established to talk about “planetary 
scale computation,” an idea that soft-
ware interfaces will dominate all levels 
of human and geopolitical forces. Al-
though he is speaking of technological 
platforms, where The Stack is a multi-
layered network, his definitions of these 
ubiquitous entities serve to illuminate 
key points of the performance platform 
as I understand it. Platforms, Bratton 
writes, serve a plethora of functions: 
“Many different kinds of systems can 



SVA MA CURATORIAL PRACTICE 9

Angelina Dreem, “Paul” (2017)  
Performance Still 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk



10 E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S

Jaimie Warren, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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be understood as platforms, from urban 
street grids to Google. And so to con-
sider their common operation some 
abstraction is necessary.”8  The platform 
for performance becomes an arena that 
is at once a physical stage, a negotiation 
of power, and a system for a new order. 
In the space for E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S, the 
site of the performance will be open to 
activation by both the artist and the au-
dience as users of the platform, echoing 
Bratton’s observation that “an ideal plat-
form is like an empty diagram through 
which users mediate new and archived 
information.”9  Discussing the new sys-
tems of governance that may arise from 
his proposed planetary scale computa-
tion, Bratton observes that “the stack is 
a machine that becomes a state.”10  The 
“stack” model of the future may involve 
a movement toward totalitarianism, 
but the emergence of new spheres of 
identity is equally possible. “Platforms,” 
Bratton writes, “are formally neutral but 
remain, each and every one, uniquely 
‘ideological’ in how they realize par-
ticular strategies for organizing their 
publics.”11  Bratton supposes a new kind 
of architecture of computing models 
that poses the relationship of otherness 
within technological systems; a dynamic 
of “the one + the other,” as Bratton puts 
it, is speculating the subjectivities that 
new technological layers might give 
life to. Heavily engineered computing 
machines take on a new form of cogni-
tion—a kind of alien—that poses a space 
for new kinds of identity and hybrid 
cognizant subjects. Following this logic, 
the platform is a kind of neutrality that 
presents an arena for new kinds of iden-
tities to be staged—here via visual arts 
performance. 

The format of the exhibition is 
designed to explore how we think about 
performance art in relation to the  
curating of exhibitions. The ephemeral 
nature of performance complicates how 
it can exist in an exhibition. In  
E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S, the setting of the 

past performance alongside the aes-
theticized platform becomes the exhi-
bition element. The platform becomes 
a stand-in for a new kind of entity and 
the exhibition functions as a model for a 
new public formation. We return here to 
the notion of the counter-public.  
 
As Sheikh writes,

 Efforts to construct new models, new public 
sphere formations can be seen as, if not “the 
answer” to such questions, then as attempts at 
indicating the routes one was to follow if one was 
to answer these questions. Such platforms must 
distinguish themselves by not creating single 
projects or interventions in (a generalized) public 
sphere, but rather try to constitute a continuous 
counter-public stream. Such a project must at-
tempt to perceive and construct a specific public 
sphere and a (op)positional and/or participatory 
model for spectatorship as opposed to a (mod-
ernist) generalized one.12

The call for a “continuous count-
er-public stream” is a call for a system, 
a sustainable means for exhibitions or 
other curatorial projects to create public 
spheres. The exhibition space is often 
contradictory, proposing political agen-
das yet remaining inert in its often-in-
stitutional context. 

The theatrical stage, Lehman’s post-
dramatic arena that acts as a performa-
tive space, and Bratton’s technological 
platform are designations that act as 

8 Benjamin Bratton, The Stack: 
On Software and Sovereignty 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2016), 41.

9  Ibid., 49. 

10   Ibid., 51. 

11   Ibid., 46.

12 Sheikh, “In the Place of the 
Public Sphere?”

Richard Kennedy, Performance Still (2017)  
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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means for delineating an otherness, an 
outside or an alienness to be encoun-
tered by an audience or public sphere. 
The platform in  E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S is a 
metaphorical model for what is probable 
within a space that is designated by the 
performance artist to serve a certain 
dynamic. Like the safe space that desig-
nates itself as such and becomes a means 
for a performativity of governance, the 
platform within this exhibition is a 
model for a kind of malleable space that 
can be at once discursive, producing new 
knowledge and giving space to different 
publics, but also an arena where the art-
ist designates a dynamic of power that 
governs over the audience. 

As a pioneer of queer theory who 
introduced notions of gender as perfor-
mance, Judith Butler reflected recently 
on the term “performativity,” given its 
degree of diffusion and proliferation. As 
a caveat to this legacy she stresses that 
“no one performs gender alone.”13  The 
remarks points to the often invisible 
community behind every instance of 
performance—whether it is a solo per-
formance or a lecture, there is a commu-
nity that prepares, organizes around, or 
acts to shape it and its ideas. Speaking to 
the hidden labor of performance, Butler 
emphasizes that “performance is always 
an action or event that involves a num-
ber of people, objects, networks, and 
institutions, even when performance 
takes place without a stage and in the 

briefest of  moments, gathered up and 
dispersed in evanescence.”14  Although 
they are not to be conflated, a thread 
of  connectivity runs through the more 
abstract notions of  performativity to 
the terminology of  performance as an 
artistic medium. As Butler indicates, the 
very root of  the performative is tied to 
communities and to support structures, 
such as safe spaces. As even a singular 
performance relies on a community, it 
is important to stress the need for safe 
spaces as they are interlaced with the 
history of  performance. Though the 
space of  performance and of  this ex-
hibition specifically is temporary and 
exists under specific conditions, they 
create a position for a new public realm. 
The history of  performance art is rife 
with such kinds of  designations that 
perform dynamics of  power and tempo-
rary governance. And so the platform, a 
forum for non-hierarchical community 
structures, becomes a metaphor for a 
physical and social support structure 
catering to new public formations. The 
performance apprehends the social 
structures of  a physical space. The 
history of  this is tied to the Situationist 
movement and its apprehension of  the 
everyday routine of  publics numbed or 
alienated by capitalist structures. These 
movements as ideologies paved the way 
for performance artists to produce work 
that creates modes of  temporary gov-
ernance. What is spoken or acted live 
becomes a reality with its own tempo-
ral texture. It is a living narrative that 
confronts the audience in real phenom-
enological time. The history of  perfor-
mance art demonstrates the enactment 
of  new identities and social subversions. 
The social architecture that facilitates 
them enables fragile or vulnerable 
publics to organize and create spaces 
for themselves and others. The works of  
the artists presented in the exhibition 
speak to these social support structures 
and queered identities and open up new 
spaces for their audiences. 

13 Judith Butler, “In Terms of 
Performance,” In Terms of Per-
formance - Performativity, http://
www.intermsofperformance.
site/keywords/performativity/
judith-butler.

14 Ibid.

Whitney Vangrin, Performance Still (2017) 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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Whitney Vangrin, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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Richard Kennedy, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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Jaimie Warren sets community at 
the center of  her practice; her perfor-
mances are the products of  the efforts 
of  a group. Each work enlists a team of  
people to construct a stage setup, make 
costumes, and act alongside Warren, 
who usually leads each performance. In 
preparation for the performance Warren 
works as a producer in assembling the 
entire scene. All of  her performers are 
usually untrained friends or volunteers; 
she embraces a deskilling or DIY sensi-
bility, with its emphasis on making best 
use of  resources, working on a small 
budget, and valuing, even glorifying, the 
aesthetic that results, a lowbrow, campy/
trashy aesthetic reminiscent of  the films 
of  John Waters. Warren is influenced by 
drag culture—the self-made costumes 
and elaborately styled hair and makeup 
used by drag queens. Having spent many 
years in Kansas City, the drag scene, as 
well as other subcultural circles, were 
largely formative to Warren’s approach 
to producing elaborate stage setups for 
live performance. In these subcultur-
al spheres that are out of  sight of  the 
mainstream public, the space for artistic 
freedom is vast. Through this comes the 
possibility of  exploring and inventing 
new spaces and new fictive narratives 
that invite the audience to enter the 
space of  nonconformity.

The subject of  much of  Warren’s 
performance repertoire comes from 
channeling or paying homage to fig-

ures whom she has cherished from a 
young age, and whom she often reads 
as misunderstood: the singer Michael 
Jackson, the horror-movie character 
Freddy Krueger, the punk rock perform-
er GG Allin, to name a few. In her live 
work, using costume changes to suggest 
various identities, she will channel these 
different characters who embody non-
conforming identities. Allin is one of  
Warren’s biggest influences; while his 
infamous performances were designed 
to disturb and shock their audiences, 
Warren has noted that she herself  does 
not seek to shock but rather to celebrate 
the alterity of  the celebrities to whom 
she pays homage. Her performances 
generally take the form of  a kind of  
variety show where she performs as a 
hybrid of  several different characters. 
Often starting on a more formal note, a 
high-energy series of  scenes devolves 
into something more lewd and absurd. 
The alienness of  Warren’s work lies in 
the alternative fictions that she imag-
es through her performances, which 
establish a plane where Freddy Krueger 
and Michael Jackson meld into a single 
misunderstood character seeking  
acceptance. 

 

Jaimie Warren, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk

Jaimie Warren, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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Richard Kennedy talks about 
“softening” in his choreographed perfor-
mances. Issues surrounding the repre-
sentation of  the black body often invoke 
violence. Perhaps it is more heavily pro-
nounced in the past few years as artists 
have been responsive to the attack on 
black bodies involving police brutality 
and the rise of  the Black Lives Matter 
movement. The softening is about cre-
ating access points for the audience and 
public at large, for dismantling those 
notions of  violence and tragedy with 
something that is more soft and fluid. In 
his recent ballet Both (2017), Kennedy 
deconstructs a classic genre and con-
fronts tropes of  the black body and how 
it is depicted in media and visual culture. 
He is able to deconstruct some of  those 
tropes through the framework of  tradi-
tional ballet, inserting his own body in 
the space of  ballet movement and in a 
sense queering certain notions of  black-
ness as depicted by media with violent, 
aggressive, or macho figures. In this way 
the work creates a space for a new dia-
logue on representation. In effect, Ken-
nedy’s use of  ballet is a way of  reversing 
representation through a deskilling of  
highly codified dance traditions. The 
ballet also presents a defamiliariza-
tion or distancing of  certain tropes and 
stereotypes of  blackness. This is what 
Lehmann calls “afformance art,” the 
use of  poetry to interrupt and affect 
law and politics. 15 Kennedy’s practice 
as a performance artist often involves 
inhabiting different subjectivities that 
come from a context of  being simultane-
ously inside and outside. As realized in 
Both, it enables a fluidity of  identity, an 
identity not split into two but simulta-
neously two things. Kennedy’s own ex-
perience as a queer black male growing 
up in the United States comes into play 
in the characters he presents in his live 
work. He demonstrates an alien identity 
that is fluid and shape-shifting, defying 
the racial and gender representations 
advanced in the mainstream media. For 

his performance within  
E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S, Kennedy will chan-
nel the history of  the building at 650 
Flushing Ave., the former Pfizer phar-
maceutical manufacturing factory. His 
interest in the duality that can exist 
within a given individual will become 
manifest through the channeling of  
archetypes of  overmedicated Middle 
America. The performance will involve 
pedestrian movement and trance as a 
space of  alienation through a dissonant 
sonic element, as well as an isolated 
physiological state. 

 

15 Lehman, Postdramatic Theatre, 6.

Richard Kennedy, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk

Richard Kennedy, Performance Still (2017) 
Image Credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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Whitney Vangrin uses her body 
as the material with which to construct 
characters onstage. Her physical pres-
ence, which appears alongside a large 
projected live feedback video image, 
creates an interplay between seeing and 
being seen, as well as between being 
and becoming. Vangrin faces the cam-
era while simultaneously engaging the 
audience, establishing relationships be-
tween the two. The audience is looking 
at Vangrin while also seeing the project-
ed live feedback image that replicates a 
cinematic experience in counterpoint 
to the live temporality of  her physical 
presence. The result is a liminal space 
that renders a phenomenological effect 
of  otherness.

Vangrin’s work is character driven, 
culling influences from the history of  
cinema and techniques employed by 
actors, directors, and set designers in 
constructing a persona and entering the 
psychological space of  a character, just 
as a film actor does. The techniques she 
employs relate specifically to film act-
ing, which is not viewed live, in the im-
mediate space of  the viewer, but through 
an image. The audience experiences the 
drama, the artifice, of  a constructed 
persona. Vangrin’s performances arc 
like a psychological thriller, where the 
development of  the character is visible 
through outward manifestations of  
mental states—fear, anxiety, and grief.

In her 2016 performance Mother of  
Vinegar, she desperately and repeat-
edly calls out the phrase “Is that you?” 
until the words dissipate into a blur and 
Vangrin moves toward the next action 
in the performance. She seems to be 
doing something to herself  to reach a 
certain psychological state. Classic films 
like Roman Polanski’s Repulsion (1965), 
Carl Theodore Dreyer’s Passion of  Joan 
of  Arc (1928), David Lynch’s Eraserhead 
(1977), and Stanley Kubrick’s The Shin-
ing (1980) all come to mind as Vangrin 
plays out characters who are desperate, 
disturbed, or hysterical. This sort of  
action recalls the harsh treatments to 
which some male directors have subject-
ed their actors to achieve a certain effect, 
or to add an element of  real distress 
to the actor’s portrayal of  a particu-
lar emotional state. The psychological 
pressure that the director establishes 
is a kind of  socially construed space, a 
social space of  governance that becomes 
evident in the actor’s performance. The 
contortions of  the performance are 
brought into focus through repeated use 
of  close-up camera angles, a technique 
that focuses on the actor’s emotional 
intensity. While Vangrin manipulates 
the image that is being captured by 
the camera, the intensity and drama 
of  the character she creates are a kind 
of  measured dissonance that might 
be related to noise music. In a kind of  
extended technique akin to noise as a 

Whitney Vangrin, Performance Still (2017) 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk

Whitney Vangrin, Performance Still (2017) 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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genre, Vangrin slowly constructs and 
dissipates characters on stage. This 
hardcore element of  the performance 
puts the viewer in a psychological space 
that feels fragile and volatile, edging 
closer with each moment to some kind 
of  rupture point. For her performance in 
E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S, Vangrin will create 
a collaborative performance piece with 
artist Minho Nukem, in which they will 
explore mythologies surrounding inti-
macy and illness while the performers 
function as an effigy of  loneliness and 
reconciliation.

 

Angelina Dreem, like other artists 
in the show, takes on the role of  com-
munity organizer as an aspect of  her 
practice. In founding the POWRPLNT 
in Brooklyn, she is actively finding new 
ways to provide space, access, and skills 
in media and technology to youth and 
various publics so they can obtain and 
use a new skill set toward exploring 
creative jobs and projects. The link recurs 
between the space of  performance and 
the need to create new community spaces 
that empower new alternative publics. 
These community actions create the en-
ergy to power a heterotopia of  artists and 
creative agents in the art world and the 
tech industry, which is presently largely 
dominated by white men. As a perfor-
mance artist, Dreem explores topics of  
identity and its fluidity, trans-humanism, 

new media, and language. Her ongoing 
performance piece Paul is an example of  
this identity exploration. Paul, Dreem’s 
pseudonym, is an alternate identity but 
also an idea that is fluid in its nature. 
It is an appropriation of  a traditional 
solo jazz performance. In performing 
jazz under a male pseudonym, Dreem 
queers the largely masculine space of  
jazz performance, producing a non-
normative space of  ambient music and 
spoken word. Paul is visibly female but 
expresses himself  through masculine 
characteristics that are loud and brash. 
Paul wields a saxophone as a symbol of  
jazz, not in a smooth or rhythmic man-
ner but rather as a kind of  cacophony 
of  sounds. Looking for a gateway into 
performance, Dreem took on the persona 
of  Paul because, as a fluid subjectivity, 
the persona was a means to enter into the 
arena of  performance art, creating work 
that is loud, disruptive, and discordant. It 
is about clearing a space to be something 
that is designated by the artist, allowing 
herself  a stage identity. The performance 
considers the space of  the audience in 
relation to a Brechtian mode of  a disrupt-
ed audience that is critically aware of  the 
role reversals being performed in front of  
them. 

 

Angelina Dreem, “Paul” Performance Still (2017) 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk

Angelina Dreem, “Paul” Performance Still (2017) 
Image credit: Walter Wlodarczyk
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The focus of E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S will be notions of “alien-ness” and how that can be 
made manifest through various subjectivities via live performance. These different inves-
tigations of the alien come into play through fictive narratives, psychological alienation, as 
well as Brechtian notions surrounding the critical space between audience and performer 
that disturb, disrupt or alienate. 

The alien within the context of  E /\/ C O U /\/ T E R S exists as a point of empowerment 
and radicality, exploring the range of possibilities that are enabled by the action of the per-
formance artist. Whether it be a mood, narrative, simulation of a situation, establishing a 
power dynamic, a role reversal, or the channeling of an archetype or character, the arena 
for performance becomes a space for negotiation and apprehension. 
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