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Figure 9. Ash, Jalen “Who We Are” Performance 2021

The performer stood in front of the white fabric screen and began to pull bobby pins out

of her hair. She threw them onto the gallery floor one by one, and then proceeded to take her hair

down. Turning to face the screen, she pulled back the left fabric curtain and wrapped the end of it

around her left arm. She then pulled back the right fabric curtain and wrapped the end of it

around her right arm. She pulled both sheets down as she walked backwards until they fell from

the ceiling and sank to the floor. Lifting both curtains onto her shoulders, the performer walked

towards the back of the room exiting out the side door as the curtains dragged behind her like

wings, leaving the other performers in silence.
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Figure 10. Ash, Jalen “Who We Are” Performance 2021

By removing the performer and the screen from the space as a unit, the viewers became

detached from the performer's fluid and fixed self. They became detached from the performer's

burden of carrying around the fixed judgements placed on her body as an everyday person and

were left with themselves, their thoughts, and one another in the white cube. An important part

of my performances are to challenge the viewer and the way they approach and leave the piece.

Performance differs from traditional modes of Art in that it fully engulfs the individual lives of

the performer and viewer — every angle, every bias, every experience of that person becomes an

element of the piece because it's a present experience directly attached to their body and the

performer's body. Real life can’t be separated from a performance because performance art

confronts real life. In, Reading Art as Confrontation, Denise Ferreira da Silva states;

The time and situation in which the performance takes place — a singular performance,
any singular performance, which is the singular performance that I have in mind — does
something that is beyond and that cannot be comprehended by the conceptual tools and
analytical moves associated with the “postcolonial” as a scholarly practice. This is due to
the fact that something happens, and becomes part of the performance as it happens,
which the artist herself could not have anticipated and directed. This occurrence is
contingent upon everything that is then/there: the audience, the artists, the technical staff
backstage, the curators, the stage, the lighting, the seats, the space between the stage and
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the first row of seats, the in-room temperature, the outside temperature, what each one of
us has for breakfast, how easy or difficult it was to get to the venue… it involves
everything; it is about everything because it is about how each one of us then and there
reacted or responded to the key descriptor of the performance: “making visible without
making public.” This is the turn of critique when it comes out of books into the world, in
this case the art world, corrupting the form in the process. (Ferreira da Silva)

Making visible without making public is what separates performance art from other modes of

making, as Ferreira da Silva continues;

None of that distancing is available to the postcolonial performance artist. All of it is (to
be in) the performance itself. It is neither enough nor is it necessary that members of the
audience have read Said, Spivak, or Bhabha (or Derrida, or Foucault, or Kristeva) before
coming to the presentation. Making visible without making public, I learned while
watching (I should say witnessing) Eid-Sabbagh’s performance, when rendered in the
aesthetic form, operates at the level of feelings, both physical and emotional. This
practice elicits reactions, tears, laughs, nervous coughs, deadly silences… The art of
making visible without public corrupts the neat web of conceptual methodology that the
postcolonial critic learns during academic training. It turns presentation into a
confrontation. It is the move that renders one exposed in the moment of exposure because
by breaking the polite/police rules of engagement, it also renders the rule-breaker
unprotected by them…. Beyond postcolonial critique as an intellectual exercise, the art of
confrontation is an anticolonial intervention precisely because it turns the space between
the performer and the audience into the trenches. By staging a confrontation, it forges an
aesthetic experience that recalls and exposes art’s own performance of the violence that is
modern thought, precisely because of the in/difference between the stage and the museum
exhibition sites. (Ferreira da Silva)

By understanding that performance art is not solely grounded in performativity, yet instead in

present raw emotions, this mode of making relies on the relationship and confrontation between

the duality of performer and spectator, performer and viewer, performer and participant,

performer and performer, etc. Performance art sets the stage for generating conversations

surrounding the “violence of modern thought” while simultaneously acknowledging the past

vicious histories of stolen land and stolen bodies through the colonization this nation is founded

on and continues to function on. Our bodies carry these weights.


