
Feminist Politics and Performance

Most theatre can be described as ‘a play about…’ whereas in performance there is no such precedent of form and a piece may be described as an event, a performance, a happening, a time-based or durational piece, an installation, a video, a web-site etc, etc.

Hill, Leslie, Suffragettes Invented Performance Art . Routledge, London 2000

· Feminist theatre has had to forge a place for itself in a patriarchal society

· Women’s performance art direct challenges the status quo, with women being the main subject.

· Questions, exposes and attempts to dismantle the cultural and social constructions that govern traditional gender roles, gender performance and staging of the body, both on stage and in everyday life.

· Traditional theatre is based on a system where the dominant male is the focus and assumed to be the spectator – offering the female as ‘other’ and object of the desirous male gaze.

· This does not mean, for example, that female nudity is avoided, rather it has at times been employed in an effort to subject it to ironic quotation, demystification and to control the use of the images of womanhood.

· Feminists have wondered whether performance can forget its links to theatre traditions – yet continue to value the promotion of heightened awareness of cultural difference, history.

· Feminist performance art can be found as early as the suffragettes movement – when Mrs Pankhurst handcuffed herself to the Prime Minister’s carriage. Many of the suffragettes were performers who used their skills to further the cause, originally by ‘doing shows’ but latterly by using their performance skills in a far more agit-prop fashion on the streets and in other public domains.

· Merce Cunningham’s choreography of the 1950’s and 1960’s often gave dancers similar tasks to perform, whether male or female, creating androgynous figures engaged in abstract, non-narrative form, though he never escaped from the heritage of classical ballet, (men did not partner men, women did not lift or support women etc)

· Those that followed Cunningham questioned these conventions, reimagining women’s identity on stage with gusto.
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