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Abstract  

 

This thesis focuses on the work of American artist Lynn Hershman Leeson (1941- ) with the aim 

of historicising her contributions to the new media, performance and feminist art practices of her 

era. Drawing from J.L. Austin concept of Performativity and its uptake by philosophers Jacques 

Derrida and Karen Barad, and through comparisons with the work of feminist contemporaries 

Dara Birnbaum, Judy Chicago, and Martha Wilson, I aUgXe WhaW ZhaW VeWV HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ¶V 

work apart from that of her feminist contemporaries is her thoroughly performative modus 

operandi rendered across various media. I introduce and define the notion of life-like, as distinct 

from the idea of likeness in representation and show how the rendering of the life-like through 

performative means is a defining feature of HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ¶V ZRUk. Setting the latter against 

the backdrop of modernist criticism as instantiated by the influential work of critic Michael 

Fried, and the legacy of Kantian aesthetics, I argue there is structural homology between the 

Kantian notion of freedom as the creative modality of art (which Derrida speaks of as 

³mimeViV´) aQd SeUfRUmaWiYiW\¶V fUeedRm fURm Whe labRXU Rf accRXQWiQg fRU a UefeUeQW, a WaVk 

central to representation. This, I argue is key to understanding the political potency of Hershman 

LeeVRQ¶V ZRUk. PeUfRUmaWiYiW\ XQdeUVWRRd aV Whe mimeViV Rf fUeedRm RU ageQc\ caQ be VeeQ WR 

allow the artist and their viewer to behold what greater agency might look and feel like. Using 

Karen Barad¶V QRWiRQV Rf ageQWial UealiVm and onto-epistem-ology, I illustrate how this 

XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf SeUfRUmaWiYiW\ iV aW ZRUk WhURXghRXW HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ¶V ReXYUe aQd iV defiQiQg 

feature of her contribution to the Western art of her era.   
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Resumé 

 

Cette thèse SRUWe SUiQciSalemeQW VXU l¶°XYUe de l¶aUWiVWe AmpUicaiQe L\QQ HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ 

(1941- ) avec comme objectif de meWWUe eQ lXmiqUe VeV cRQWUibXWiRQV j l¶hiVWRiUe deV SUaWiTXeV 

artistiques en nouveaux médias, SeUfRUmaQce eW aUW fpmiQiVWe de VRQ pSRTXe. EQ m¶aSpuyant sur 

le concept de « performativity ª RX SeUfRUmaWiYiWp miV de l¶aYaQW SaU J.L. AXVWiQ, eW adRSWp SaU 

les philosophes Jacques Derrida et Karen Barad, et SaU le biaiV d¶XQe cRmSaUaiVRQ aYec leV 

°XYUeV deV cRQWemSRUaiQeV fpmiQiVWeV de HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ Dara Birnbaum, Judy Chicago et 

Martha Wilson, je propose que ce qui distingue le travail de Hershman Leeson est un mode 

opératoire foncièrement performatif déployé à travers un large éventail de mediums. Je me de 

l¶aYaQW eW dpfiQi la QRWiRQ de © life-like » cRmme diVWiQcWe de l¶idpe de UeVVemblaQce eQ 

représentation et démontre comment le rendu du « life-like » par un biais performatif est un trait 

caractéristique du travail de Hershman Leeson. Me penchant sur ce dernier dans le contexte de 

l¶iQflXeQW mRXYemeQW cUiWiTXe mRdeUQiVWe dRQW leV pcUiWV dX cUiWiTXe Michael FUied VRQW 

emblématiques (et que je lie j l¶hpUiWage de l¶eVWhpWiTXe KaQWieQQe), je VRXWieQV TX¶il existe une 

homologie structurelle entre la notion Kantienne de libeUWp de l¶acWe cUpaWif (TXe DeUUida dpVigQe 

comme « mimesis » dans sa critique de Kant), et la notion de performativité. En effet celle-ci se 

distingue de la représentation en demeurant libre des contraintes imposées à cette dernière de qui 

il eVW aWWeQdX TX¶elle SXiVVe UeQdUe cRmSWe d¶XQ UpfpUeQW. Je soutiens que cette homologie est un 

élément clef permettant de comprendre la résonance politique engagée de l¶°XYUe de HeUVhmaQ 

Leeson. La performativité conçue comme la mimeViV de la libeUWp d¶agiU SeUmeWWUai aX[ aUWiVWeV eW 

j leXU SXblic d¶eQWUeYRiU ce j TXRi SRXUUaieQW UeVVembleU l¶e[eUcice d¶XQe Yie VaQV eQWUaYeV. Je 

fais usage des notions de « agential realism » et d¶« onto-epistem-ology ª miVeV de l¶aYaQW SaU 
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KaUeQ BaUad SRXU illXVWUeU cRmmeQW ceWWe YiViRQ de la SeUfRUmaWiYiWp Ve dpSlRie j WUaYeUV l¶°XYUe 

de Hershman Leeson et caractérise la contribution faite SaU ceWWe deUQiqUe j l¶AUW RccideQWal de 

son époque. 
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Note to Readers 
 
 

Images of the works discussed in this thesis can be found on aUWiVW L\QQ HeUVhmaQ LeeVRQ¶V 
website at https://www.lynnhershman.com/ 
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Introduction 

 

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries witnessed the expression of a belief 

and desire for greater dialogue amongst individuals and for intersubjective interactions. In 

Western Art, corollary to an array of emancipatory political movements and to advances in the 

technological means of communication, longings for meaningful social transformations and 

explorations of the construction of subjectivities, were articulated in a variety of new media, 

from video to laser disks, and in the substitution of traditional media for the body of the artist. 

Performance art, new media, and internet technologies have all captured the critical imagination 

of many as remedies for the solitudes and social ills of modern life, and as radical tools for 

political emancipation. Beginning in the 1960s, the career of multimedia American artist Lynn 

Hershman Leeson1 has participated in the shaping of this moment in American and Western Art 

through both the pioneering the use of new media in art (such as laser disks and artificial 

intelligence), and through a years-long performance project. The appeal of performance and new 

media appears to have rested upon their apparent capacity to summon or present life and the life-

like. This rendering of life (once thought of as a key mission of all arts), be it through the 

material fixing of the transient or in the consecration of the live event as a discrete work of art, 

has long elicited debates about the relationship events (or objects understood as art) have to their 

contexts and the persons and bodies who make and perform them. Moreover, the impact which 

the mediations and documentation of the live and life-like have on aUW¶V pXblics and on the 

ontology of the live event has itself been the subject of lively arguments amongst art historians 

and performance theorists.  

 
1 In 1996, Lynn Hershman changed her name to Lynn Hershman Leeson. 
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The task of writing the history of performance art in Europe and North America has left 

in its trail a crystalized canon of artists and practices with names such as Chris Burden, Vito 

Acconci, Valie Export, and Marina AbUamoYiü achieving particular prominence. Born in 1941, 

Hershman Leeson is a contemporary of these artists and has produced works of performance, 

video art, electronic art and installation. She also produced a number of feature-length 

documentary and fiction films. She wrote and directed the film Teknolust (2002) and more 

recently, the 2010 documentary Women Art Revolution. Even though her work engages with 

many of the same questions as her American and European contemporaries and employs similar 

modes of performance and documentation, it does not feature as prominently in performance 

studies and art historical literature. Likewise, Hershman Leeson is not automatically associated 

with the canon of feminist art along with contemporaneous artists such as Martha Rosler, Judy 

Chicago, and Ana MendieWa. WoUking fUom CalifoUnia¶V ba\ aUea, Whe cUadle of Whe Silicon 

Valley industries, and removed from the American artistic social circles of New York and Los 

Angeles, Hershman Leeson¶V Vocial ViWXaWion along ZiWh heU gendeU ma\ haYe conWUibXWed Wo heU 

still relative obscurity; while this has been somewhat mitigated by recent solo exhibitions, such 

as Agent Ruby Files at the San Francisco Museum of Art (2013), The Origins of Species²Part 2 

at the Modern Art Oxford and the upcoming Twisted at the New Museum (2021), she is still 

rarely included in contemporary art or performance art surveys.  

In this dissertation, I seek to remedy this gap in scholarship and historically contextualise 

the work of Hershman Leeson in relation to the history of feminist performance, new media art, 

and their theoretical discourses. In the chapters that follow, I show how Hershman Leeson, 

having been on the cutting edge of both new media and performance practices, exemplifies the 
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post-1960s moment in Western Art. This is in part because her work has put to the forefront 

discussions surrounding the ontology of media, the relationship of the artist to their body and 

pXblic and ZhaW ³pUeVence´ (either live or mediated) may mean. 

As such, in this dissertation, I provide a set of arguments about the relationship among 

feminism, postmodernism or postructuralist theories, new media strategies, and the interrogation 

of the sovereign individual or subject. Moreover, I assert WhaW HeUVhman LeeVon¶V shuttling 

between representational and performative approaches, rendered though a pioneering use of a 

variety of media, is not only notable in setting her apart from her contemporaries, but also it 

foresaw later socially impactful uptakes of the notion of performativity. JXdiWh BXWleU¶V gender 

theory is one example. As I explicate in the following chapters, with regards to her American 

feminist contemporaries, Hershman Leeson took part in the denaturalisations of gender, of 

supposedly transcendent modernist aesthetics, and of notions of sovereign agency in a manner 

that was less concerned with the facets of representation than with a performative approach 

which entangled bodies and subjectivities to meaning and media. In other words, Hershman 

Leeson has engaged in the depiction, embodied performance, replication, and simulation of 

liveness through a pioneering use of new media. By mobilising her own body and various 

manifestations of the life-like she has participated in both in feminist critique and in the 

exploration of the relationship live bodies have to a variety of new technologies intended to 

replicate liveness and channel subjectivities. In the course of my discussion of Hershman 

LeeVon¶V ZoUk and iWV hiVWoUical dimenVionV, I draw on theory and scholarship found both in the 

history of art and media and communications theory. I use the latter to renew the methods and 

language used in art history to understand new media and their aesthetic and social significance. 

Hershman Leeson has been engaging with many issues that have now become pervasive to the 
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discussion of the relationship between new media and the formation of subjectivity. To 

XndeUVWand boWh Whe hiVWoUical ViWXaWedneVV of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmance and Whe Za\V in 

which her new media work may be said to engage with its audience, I draw on debates about the 

concept of performativity as it has come to circulate in visual arts discourse that have emerged 

since the publication of J.L. AXVWin¶V concept of performativity, which he developed in his 

seminal 1950¶V lecture series on speech acts in How to Do Things with Words (1962). The 

history of performance and body art in the United States and Western Europe remains 

incompleWe ZiWhoXW fXUWheU e[aminaWion of L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk, and diVcXVVionV of 

new media in art history, which have tended solely to rely on formalist, social or iconographic 

methods, fail to fully engage with the novelty of the media and the effects²aesthetic or 

otherwise²which they produce.   

Years before concepts of performativity were formally theorized in the work of thinkers 

like Judith Butler or Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, the work of Hershman Leeson created 

relationships among bodies, matter, and everyday life that brought to life notions of situatedness 

and the inescapable contingencies informing the constitution and performance of subjectivity. I 

argue that HeUVhman LeeVon¶V appUoach haV been more performative than those of her feminist 

contemporaries. Indeed, throughout this thesis I argue that HeUVhman LeeVon¶V work deploys 

performance and media less as tools of representation and more as parts of performative 

apparatuses unfolding in time and implicating their spectators. To this end, I draw on the work of 

Karen Barad and her notion of agential realism, an ontological stance that views the world as 

consisting of phenomena rather than subjects and objects. For Barad, agency emerges not 

through interactions between discretely formed subjects and objects; instead, it emerges within 
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phenomena that Barad calls intra-actions.2 I propose that the political potency of many of 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V works can only be fully accounted for when considered as performative 

phenomena rather than as static representations. Agential realism allows me to consider these 

works not solely as discrete objects involved in a reflective or indexical relationship to a pre-

existing referent/world, but also as performative work unfolding in time, across a wide variety of 

media and engaging contemporaneous and future spectators.  

To this end, I begin by calling upon notions of performativity, first theorized by linguist 

J.L. Austin in the 1950s, but also its uptake by Jacques Derrida in the 1970s, Judith Butler in the 

1980s, and ultimately Karen Barad and her onto-epistem-ological methodology which posits that 

³knoZing iV a maWeUial pUacWice of engagemenW aV paUW of Whe ZoUld in iWV diffeUenWial becoming.´3 

While I aUgXe HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmaWiYe appUoach is central to the majority of heU ZoUkV¶ 

modus operandi, I also argue a central preoccupation of her oeuvre is the manifestation across a 

multitude of media and consecutive decades of the life-like. I define the life-like as an attempt in 

any medium to convey the feeling that an object resembles or behaves as a living being would. 

This dynamic is different from mere attempts to render likeness in a portrait where the inertness 

of the medium is taken for granted and is expected to be mirroring a clearly identified referent or 

sitter. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V life-like, I argue, is a different kind of illusionistic approach that 

performs the phenomenality of living bodies either by resembling them or producing avatars that 

appear to behaYe oU ³Whink´ like Whem. With this in mind, throughout this thesis, I argue 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V paUWicipaWion in Vhaping Whe hiVWoU\ of feminiVW and AmeUican aUW ZaV caUUied 

out though comparatively more performative means when compared to her work of many of her 

 
2 Karen Michelle Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement 
of Matter and Meaning (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 33. 
3 Ibid., 89. 
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contemporaries. This may explain the ways in which her work has been received and included or 

left out of the histories of performance and feminist art.  

In Chapter One, ³SeWWing Whe SWage,´ I explore the relationship between performativity 

and materiality in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V pUacWice by detailing critical debates surrounding the 

purported role of performance and live bodies in creating the effects of presence. After starting 

with Peggy Phelan¶V onWolog\ of peUfoUmance, I then move Wo Philip AXVlandeU¶V ZoUk on Whe 

relationship of liYe aUW Wo iWV docXmenWaWion and Amelia JoneV¶ critical work on the impossibility 

of presence. BefoUe inWUodXcing HeUVhman LeeVon¶V foXU-years long Roberta Breitmore project 

(1973-1978), I discuss a work that has attracted a significant amount of critical attention, 

sparking debates about the nature of performance, performativity, and the ontology of 

performance documentation: The Artist is Present (2010), by MaUina AbUamoYiü. I then 

introduce J.L. Austin¶V seminal work defining performativity in How to Do Things with Words 

(based on his 1950s lectures and published posthumously in 1962) and its critical reverberation 

taken up by philosophers Jacques Derrida in the 1970s and 80s, Judith Butler in the 1980s and 

1990s, and Karen Barad more recently.  

After elaborating these different models of performativity, I compare Hershman Leeson¶V 

installation Self Portrait as Another Person (1966-1968) to Judy Chicago¶V iconic Dinner Party 

(1979), a work more widely acknowledged as a centrepiece of American feminist art. I contrast 

the two feminist artists¶ approaches to rendering or referencing human subjects to outline the 

relationship Hershman Leeson stages between performativity and representation and the ways in 

which this sets her apart from some of her contemporaries. I then turn my attention to the 

material traces and manifestations of the Robert Breitmore project through an examination of 

performance documents from the archives of the Whitworth Gallery of Art at University of 
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Manchester, UK, to query the relationship between the lived experience of the embodied persona 

of Roberta Breitmore and documentary traces of her existence.   

In Chapter Two, ³Promises of Contact,´ I begin by returning to a discussion of Hershman 

Leeson¶V 1966-68 Installation Self Portrait as Another Person and the longing for communion it 

expresses Zhen iWV aXdio UecoUding of Whe aUWiVW¶V Yoice WellV iWV YieZeUV ³I ZanW Wo knoZ all aboXW 

\oX.´ I situate Hershman Leeson¶V use of media in this work and in Lorna (1983-84) and of live 

performance in Roberta Breitmore, by discussing political dimensions surrounding the 

development of new media and discussions surrounding the development of media attempting to 

bridge temporal and physical gaps between individuals in the late twentieth century. I also 

complicaWe aUW cUiWiciVm¶V debaWeV VXUUoXnding Whe aeVWheWic YalXe of Whe liYe and inWeUpeUVonal aV 

proposed by critic Nicholas Bourriaud through his 1990s theory of relational aesthetics in which 

he proposes contemporary artists are engaging less in a symbolic representation and more in 

collaborations with their public, proposing WhaW ³aUW iV an a VWaWe of encoXnWeU.´4 I bring these 

discussions in dialogue with media theory texts by John Durham Peters on the history of the idea 

of communication, historic anxieties towards new media and longings for interpersonal 

connection, Claude E. Shannon & Warren Weaver¶V influential mathematical theory of 

communication positing noise as an irreducible feature of communication channels, and Mary 

Ann Doane¶V historicization of the relationship between capitalist industrialisation and changing 

notions of temporality. I also draw on and the much earlier work by philosophers Plato and his 

discussion of the value of live speech over writing in Phaedrus and Henri Bergson¶V distinction 

between duration (durée) as a purely qualitative realm and the spatial features of time as 

measured by discrete units. Informed by these debates and historical developments I compare 

 
4 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational aesthetics (Dijon: Les Presses du réel, 2002), 18. 
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HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Lorna to Dara Birnbaum¶V iconic Technology/Transformation Wonder 

Woman (1978-79), and HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Roberta Breitmore project Wo MaUWha WilVon¶V 

Portfolio of Models (1974). Through this comparison of Hershman Leeson works to those of two 

of her feminist contemporaries, I illustrate how HeUVhman LeeVon¶V appUoach, thoroughly 

performative and often embodied and interactive, differs from others concerned with critical 

examinations of the role and power of media (television, photography) in the politics of 

representation.  

In Chapter Three, ³HoZ Wo Do ThingV with Life,´ I examine the technical manifestations 

of the life-like in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V The Dante Hotel (1973), Deep Contact (1989), Agent Ruby 

(2002), Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real Woman (2008), and The 

Difference Engine (1995-1998). I show how the use of media in these works participates in an 

historically specific development of aesthetic strategies and debates. I explore the theoretical 

relationship between performativity and technology Wo elXcidaWe hoZ e[acWl\ HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

use of technology serves her ZoUk¶V feminiVW dimenVion which I show to be entangled to her 

rendering of the life-like in a variety of media. To this end, I examine the relationship between 

Whe maWeUialiW\ of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk b\ WXUning Wo VcholaUVhip on Whe relationship between 

technics, media, and the lived experience as found in the work of Plato, Henri Bergson, John 

Durham Peters, and information theorist Luciano Floridi. This leads me to argue a structural 

homology between the freedom found in the act of mimesis according to Kant and 

peUfoUmaWiYiW\¶V fUeedom fUom UepUeVenWaWion. With this in mind, I assert that the political 

poWenWial of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmaWiYe appUoach, UendeUed acUoVV a Zide aUUa\ of media, 

rather than solely nested in its feminist content or representations, finds part of its potency in 

performativity as a mimesis of agency. This does not confer upon the performer and their public 
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freedom from the contingencies shaping their subjectivity and circumstances; it allows them²

and people experiencing their work²to behold what agency might look and feel like.  

In Chapter Four, ³The Agency of a Single Voice,´ I move from theorising the role of 

peUfoUmaWiYiW\ and iWV poliWical dimenVionV in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk Wo e[amine First Person 

POXUaO: L\QQ HHUVKPaQ¶V EOHFWURQLF DLaULHV (1984-1996), a film chronicling various aspects of 

Whe aUWiVW¶V life, and Whe impacW of ZaU and Whe holocaXVW and child abXVe on heU life and the lives 

of other people she interviews. While this film appears at first sight to resemble a banal diary 

functioning as direct testimony, I argue that far from being any kind of autobiographical 

documentary, the Diaries shy away from acting as straightforward testimony and represent an 

instance in which video is used to convey a performance of self and confluence of narratives 

which is deeply performative in its weaving of meaning. Key to my argument is KaUen BaUad¶V 

conWenWion WhaW ³knoZing iV a maWeUial pUacWice of engagemenW aV paUW of Whe ZoUld in iWV 

diffeUenWial becoming.´5 Rather than being revealed or mirrored by representation, meaning and 

subjectivities are the result of inherently performative events Barad calls intra-actions. With its 

multitude of voices and overlapping narratives, the Electronic Diaries are the form taken by 

intersecting testimonies and recollections of struggles²be iW Whe aUWiVW¶V VWUXggle Wo loVe ZeighW, 

make sense of the breakup of her marriage, open up about the child abuse she suffered, or 

describe her desire to document the struggle of others.  

 

 

  

 

 
5 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 89. 
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Chapter One 

Setting the Stage: Lynn Hershman Leeson, Performativity and Materiality   

 

The rise of performance art practices in the 1960s paralleled an acceleration in the 

development of new media and communication technologies, from satellites to video recording 

and later, the world wide web. As both live art practices and novel communication technologies 

continued to become increasingly pervasive, the stage was set for lively debates about the 

ontology of liYe peUfoUmance and ³pUeVence´ in art criticism and performance studies. In 1993, 

for example, Peggy Phelan set out to examine what sets performance apart from other art 

practices. Her account is grounded in a critique of representation as never being able to fully 

account for the object or event it is said to represent. She argues that live performance offers a 

way out of these limitations of representation. For Phelan, the very nature of performance 

explains its appeal and transformative potential as an art form. Its defining feature is that it 

³becomeV iWVelf WhUoXgh diVappeaUance.´6 It cannot enter the circuit of art commodification 

through reproduction of a discrete object. This feature of performance is for Phelan the evidence 

of its potential to disrupt power structure and thus to exist as a political gesture.7 Furthermore, 

for Phelan, the ontology of performance is best understood when contrasted with the features and 

social role of representation. Employing the concept of marked and unmarked as binaries of 

Western metaphysics, she postulates that the female subject is marked with difference as an 

abeUUaWion oXWVide Whe WUanVcendenW and XnmaUked male. BXilding on Lacan¶V ZUiWing aboXW Whe 

signifier and the sexual relation, Phelan argues that representation or writing palliates the 

 
6 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London; New York: Routledge, 1993), 
10. 
7 Ibid. 
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impossibility for any media to represent the real fully. Within this regime, women as images and 

palliating fetishes remain marginalised while also being pervasive in representation. On this 

Wopic Vhe obVeUYeV WhaW: ³If UepUeVenWaWional YiVibiliW\ eqXalV poZeU, When almoVW-naked young 

white women should be running WeVWeUn cXlWXUe.´8 In Phelan¶V accoXnW of Whe onWolog\ of 

peUfoUmance, WhaW laWWeU¶V WUanVience and immaWeUialiW\ aUe ke\ Wo iWV poliWical potency.  

In her discussion of Marina AbUamoYiü¶V 2010 retrospective exhibition and performance 

The Artist is Present, Amelia Jones gives a different assessment of supposed transformational 

poWenWial of peUfoUmance and ³pUeVence.´ The Artist is Present was the name of the retrospective 

and a performance in which AbUamoYiü sat on a chair opposite another chair on which visitors 

would take turns sitting after waiting in line for hours. Once seated, the visitor would be face to 

face with the artist, who would silently stare at them. The exhibition also featured objects used in 

Whe aUWiVW¶V pUeYioXV peUfoUmanceV, photographs, videos, live re-enactments and some relics. 

Most importantly, it acted as a retrospective through which the past was claimed to have been 

summoned back through the material and temporal presence of re-enactmenWV of Whe aUWiVW¶V moVW 

iconic performances from her four decades long career.  The Artist is Present promised two kinds 

of presence: the presence of the artist, and the presence of past performances re-enacted in the 

present, neither of which, Jones argues, it can deliver:  

AbUamoYiü¶V recent practice, in its desire to manifest presence, points to the 

very fact that the live act itself destroys presence (or makes the impossibility of 

its being secured evident). [«] ³PUeVence´ as commonly understood is a state 

that entails the unmediated co-extensivity in time and place of what I perceive 

and myself; it promises a transparency to an observer of what ³iV´ at the very 

 
8 Ibid. 
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moment at which it takes place. But the event, the performance, by combining 

materiality and durationality (its enacting of the body as always already 

escaping into the past) points to the fact that there is no ³pUeVence´ as such.9 

 
The Artist is Present thus fails to adhere to Phelan definition of performance as something that 

³becomeV itself though diVappeaUance´10 by claiming to be both a medium that delivers present 

and past presences and an unmediated transferal of meaning through manifest presence. 

Reenactments of performances, if they are understood in the way they are presented to the 

public, do not become themselves through disappearance any more than a film becomes itself 

only after being viewed.   

Writing in a book published by The Museum of Modern Art to coincide with the 

exhibition, Chrissie Iles, recalling AbUamoYiü¶V 2005 re-enactment of her 1975 Lips of Saint 

Thomas performance, noted enthusiastically:  

AbUamoYiü¶V re-presentation of the historic performance at the 

Guggenheim Museum in 2005, [became] an extended erotic dialogue 

with her unseen viewers [«] This recuperative impulse recurs in the 

new performance for MoMA, whose primary focus is the potential 

transformation of the audience through an even more direct encounter 

with the artist.11 

 

 
9 Amelia Jones, "'The Artist Is Present': Artistic Re-Enactments and the Impossibility of 
Presence," TDR: The Drama Review 55, no. 1 (2011): 18. 
10 Phelan, Unmarked, 146. 
11 MaUina AbUamoYiü, KlaXV BieVenbach, and MXVeXm of ModeUn AUW, MaULQa AEUaPRYLü: TKH 
Artist Is Present (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2010), 18. 
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How this transformation might occur and at what level remains unclear, bXW IleV¶s comment 

suggests that The Artist is Present rests on the assumption that meaning is revealed by the work 

to its public rather than performed with the audience. In the film accompanying the exhibition, an 

aVViVWanW Wo Whe aUWiVW VpeakV of Whe aUWiVW¶V mind aV a magnet, emitting waves and resting itself 

eYeU\ Wime a neZ peUVon VaW in fUom of heU.  RefeUUing Wo Whe aUWiVW¶V geVWXUe of loZeUing heU head 

after a member of the public leaves and then raising it again when another one appears in front of 

her, AbUamoYiü¶V aVViVWanW noWeV, ³Vhe'V like cleaning the thing, and then boom! It's like boom! It 

reconnects and it's only for you. So each and every one has like a clean unique and personal 

contact with Marina. Boom! like a magnet!"12  

Something akin to an unmediated direct revelation of meaning through presence without 

representation is presumed to be operating, something made possible by physical proximity but 

that is not physical proximity itself. The impossible presence associated with this piece is but the 

setting of a form of interaction that is beyond both the material mediation of matter and the 

immateriality of the voice, or language. Instead of intersubjective performativity, what seems to 

be operating is a relationship to the audience constructed as akin to that of divine revelation. 

AbramoYiü is said to commune with her audience, like angels speak to mortals. Writing about 

revelation through angels Saint Thomas Aquinas wrote:  

A man¶V inneU WhoXghWV aUe doXbl\ baUUicaded off fUom oWheUV: 

by his own will to keep the thought in rather than make it public, 

and b\ hiV bod\¶V opaqXeneVV Zhich UeqXiUeV him Wo XVe 

 
12 MaUina AbUamoYiü eW al., MaULQa AEUaPRYLü WKH AUWLVW IV PUHVHQW (Chicago, Ill.: Music Box 
Films, 2012). 
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oXWZaUdl\ peUcepWible VignV [«] BXW angelV haYe onl\ Whe fiUVW 

barricade.13 

 
As postulated by her assistant, AbUamoYiü doeVn¶W need Wo emplo\ ZhaW Aquinas called 

³oXWZaUdl\ peUcepWible signs;´14 her mind supposedly operates on the viewer like a magnet.  The 

Artist is Present displays the body as representation of the artist herself. It is not a work that, in 

Phelan¶V WeUmV, becomeV ³iWVelf WhUoXgh diVappeaUance.´15 This is especially explicit in the case 

of the re-enactments of past performance which were part of The Artist is Present and where 

performance re-enactments happen alongside performance documents and artefacts. The issues 

raised by The Artist is Present highlight the continued debates over the nature of performance 

and iWV phenomenaliW\, iWV UelaWionVhip boWh Wo Whe maWeUial of Whe aUWiVW¶V bod\ and Wo iWV 

audience. Discussions surrounding the ontology of performance are thus inextricably bound up 

with the material context and temporal unfolding of the live event and its intentional or 

unintended material traces and documents.  

Philip Auslander examines this relationship of the performance document to the live 

eYenW and iWV effecW on Whe laWWeU¶V meaning. In ³The PeUfoUmaWiYiW\ of PeUfoUmance 

DocXmenWaWion,´ Philip AXVlandeU diVWingXiVheV beWZeen WZo W\pe of peUfoUmance docXmenWV: 

the first is defined as documentary, the second as theatrical. The latter documents are ones that 

constitute the purpose of the peUfoUmance (Cind\ SheUman¶V phoWogUaphV aUe one e[ample of WhiV 

kind of documentation). On the other hand, the documentary type of performance traces 

functions as proof that the performance took place, usually for a live audience²i.e., in this case 

 
13 Aquinas Saint Thomas, Summa Theologiae: A Concise Translation (Notre Dame, IN: 
Christian Classics, 1989), 157. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Phelan, Unmarked, 146. 
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the docXmenWV ZeUe made Wo ³docXmenW´ and Whe eYenW iWVelf ZaV conVideUed pUimaU\.  

AXVlandeU poinWV oXW, hoZeYeU, WhaW WheVe docXmenWV¶ VXppoVed UeliabiliW\ aV inde[ical WoolV 

permitting direct access to the ontology of the event represented is linked to beliefs in the 

phoWogUaphic mediXm¶V inde[ical capaciWieV in emiWWing ZhaW Roland BaUWheV callV a ³meVVage 

ZiWhoXW a code.´16 In attempting to nuance the two categories of performance documentation he 

pUopoVeV, AXVlandeU ciWeV Whe e[ample of ViWo Acconci¶V 1969 Photo-Piece. In this performance, 

the artist set out to walk a stretch of Greenwich Street in New York City with the intent of not 

blinking and snapping a photograph every time he failed to not blink. According to Auslander, 

Photo-Piece blurs the boundaries between theatrical and documentary traces of performance. 

AXVlandeU e[plainV hoZ Whe ZoUk¶V VpecWaWoUV aUe neceVVaUil\ those who witness its photographic 

document, while the bystander to the performance who witnessed it in flesh, did not witness the 

performance per se because it had not been framed as a such.17  

AXVlandeU¶V e[aminaWion of Whe Uole of peUfoUmance docXmenWation relies on the work of 

J.L. Austin and his speech-acts theory developed in How to Do Things with Words, in which he 

inYenWed Whe WeUm ³peUfoUmaWiYiW\.´ In this 1955 series of lectures, published posthumously in 

1962 as a book, Austin offers a very thorough and rigorous exploration of the ways in which 

some statements may be said to do something in the process of being uttered, more particularly 

Wo do ZhaW Whe\ Va\ Whe\ aUe doing; foU e[ample: ³I noZ pUonoXnce \oX man and Zife.´ HiV 

theory is a seminal work for the study of performance and performativity. Austin names 

statements, VXch aV WheVe ³peUfoUmaWiYeV´ Zhich he pUoYiVionall\ diVWingXiVheV fUom 

³conVWaWiYeV,´ Whe laWWeU being pUeYioXVl\ XndeUVWood aV VWaWemenWV. Moreover, for a performative 

 
16 Philip Auslander, "The Performativity of Performance Documentation," PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art 28, no. 3 (2006): 2±3. 
17 Ibid., 2±6, 4. 
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Wo be VXcceVVfXl oU ³happ\,´ AXVWin WellV XV WhaW iW mXVW occXU ZiWhin accepWed conYenWion b\ 

qualified individuals and executed correctly.18 AXVWin¶V Vpeech-act theory became seminal to all 

critical and philosophical discussions of performativity not only within the field of linguistic, but 

also in poststructuralist philosophy and in humanities fields, such as performance studies and art 

history. 

Among the most notable uptakes of his theory is Jacques Derrida¶V ³SignaWXUe, EYent, 

ConWe[W´ (fiUVW giYen aV a lecWXUe in French in 1971 and published in English in 1988), which 

itself became an influential text.19 HiV cUiWiqXe of AXVWin cenWeUV aUoXnd Whe laWWeU¶V diVWincWion 

beWZeen ³happ\´ and failed peUfoUmaWiYeV. DeUUida aUgXeV What every utterance whether spoken 

or written is always already uprooted from its context and susceptible of being performed again 

in infinite other contexts. This is the quality he terms iterability. Derrida also seeks to 

demonstrate that contexts are impossible to fully determine and that the effects of semantic 

communication are always contingent upon context.20 Derrida argues that both writing, and 

speech exhibit the characteristic of always already breaking with their context and can be 

UepeaWed in YaUioXV conWe[WV oU ³iWeUaWed.´ DeUUida aUgXeV WhaW WhiV iWeUabiliW\ UendeUV mooW 

AXVWin¶V aVVeUWion WhaW peUfoUmaWiYe XWWeUanceV UeqXiUe a pUopeU and determinable context to be 

fortuitous.21 

DeUUida¶V XpWake of AXVWin haV had iWVelf a VignificanW impacW in philoVoph\ and gendeU 

studies, most notably in Judith Butler¶V WheoU\ of gendeU aV a peUfoUmaWiYe acW, first articulated in 

 
18 J Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), 14. 
19 Jacques Derrida "Signature Event Context" in Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1988), 1. 
20 Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context," ibid., 3. 
21 ibid., 8. 
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heU 1988 eVVa\ ³PeUformative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 

FeminiVW TheoU\,´ in Zhich Vhe conWendV WhaW: 

gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various 

acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time²an identity 

instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender is instituted 

through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the 

mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various 

kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This formulation 

moves the conception of gender off the ground of a substantial model of 

identity to one that requires a conception of a constituted social temporality. 

Significantly, if gender is instituted through acts which are internally 

discontinuous, then the appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed 

identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane social audience, 

including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of 

belief.22 

 

DUaZing on DeUUida¶V and BXWleU¶V insights, I later show how Hershman Leeson¶V ZoUk in Whe 

1970s instantiated this peUfoUmaWiYe ³VW\OL]HG UHSHWLWLRQ RI aFWV´ more than a decade before 

Butler articulated her theory of gender performativity. I argue that Hershman Leeson¶V work is a 

historically significant instance of theorizing by enacting complex notions, such as 

performativity, in the same way as some of her feminist contemporaries, (e.g.: Judy Chicago, 

 
22 JXdiWh BXWleU, ³PeUfoUmaWiYe AcWs and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
FeminiVW TheoU\,´ Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (1988): 519±20. 
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Barbara Kruger), engaged in the critique of representation and representational politics. Rather 

than proposing that the work of philosophers has influenced art practice or vice versa, I analyze 

both as participants in a historically specific set of explorations in late-twentieth-century Western 

countries.  

In her eVVa\ ³PoVWhXmaniVW PefoUmaWiYiW\,´ feminist philosopher and physicist Karen 

Barad proposes a posthumanist relational ontology using the notion of performativity and the 

work of physicist Neil Bohr.23 I aUgXe WhaW BaUad¶V ZoUk iV impoUWanW Wo XndeUVWand Whe 

relationships between matter and meaning found throughout Hershman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. 

For Barad, language and representation have been granted too much importance and 

scrutiny by scholars, whereas matter has been wrongfully treated an always already there, 

immutable and impotent, waiting to be given signification by culture. Instead of this, she 

pUopoVeV an ³agenWial UealiVm,´ a noWion WhaW iV poVWhXman becaXVe iW UefXVeV Whe diVWincWion 

between human and non-human, and all its corollary oppositions such as subject and object.  

BaUad¶V agenWial UealiVm iV one in Zhich Whe pUimary ontological unit is not objects or atoms but 

phenomena. Building on empirical findings by Bohr in the field of quantum physics Barad thus 

makes the case for a relational ontology. This means that instead of interactions, there are intra-

actions within phenomena. In other words, Barad proposes agencies do not precede their 

interactions with one another but rather are constituted relationally through intra-actions.24  The 

appeaUance of e[WeUioUiWieV of agenWV oU ³agenWial VepaUabiliW\´ iV enacWed b\ an ³agenWial cXW´ and 

 
23 Building on the way performativity has been used or discussed by Judith Butler, Joseph Rouse, 
and Donna Haraway. Karen Barad, "Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of 
How Matter Comes to Matter," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 3 
(2003): 801±31. 
24 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 33. 
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not by causality inflicted by one discrete entity upon another.25 In this performative ontology, 

Barad suggests discursivity should not be tethered to the human. She also highlights the web of 

co-determination between the material and the sentient in performing discourse.26 In this account 

of discursivity, humans are neither causes nor effects of discourse; they are intrinsic to it together 

with the ³nonhuman.´27 

 

Silent Porcelain Guests and a Speaking Wax Portrait: Comparing Performativity to 

Representation in Hershman Leeson and Judy Chicago 

With these theories of performativity in mind, I compaUe HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Self 

Portrait as Another Person (1966-68) to Dinner Party (1979), by American feminist artist Judy 

Chicago whose work I argue exemplifies representationalist artistic strategies expressing 

concerns about representation through the representation and depictions of lives lacking 

visibility. I propose that, in contrast, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V practice, through a variety of media 

stages performative relationships of meaning to matter later theorised by philosophers like 

Barad. CompaUing HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk Wo WhaW of Chicago, which continues to occupy a 

totemic place in the history of feminist and American art illustrates how her methodology was 

once on the margin of the art movements she participated in, namely American and Feminist. 

The Dinner Party is a massive installation of a table arranged in a triangle. Thirteen 

Zomen oU dinneU paUW\ ³gXeVWV´ aUe depicWed on each side of the table. Each side covers an 

historical period: from prehistory to Rome, from the beginnings of Christianity to the 

 
25 BaUad¶V alWeUnaWiYe Wo Whe CaUWeVian cXW. BaUad, "Posthumanist Performativity," 2003, 825. 
26 Ibid., 802. 
27 Ibid., 810. 
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Reformation, and from the American Revolution to the Women¶V ReYolXWion.28 Each woman, 

rather than having her likeness rendered, is depicted as a glazed porcelain or glass plate, most of 

them decorated with a porcelain vulva or butterfly-like forms; each plate is set on top of a runner 

with decorative motifs in period-specific embroidery; tableware completes each setting. On 

Zomen¶V UighWV acWiYiVW SXVan AnWhon\¶V plaWe, foU e[ample, a Vleek, gleaming and bXlboXV maVV 

surrounds a labia-like butterfly of iridescent stretched flesh swirling upwards. It boldly protrudes 

toward the viewer as a truly three-dimensional object. This piece then appears to evoke 

AnWhon\¶V aXdacioXV acWiYiVW ZoUk aV an aboliWioniVW and membeU of Whe Zomen¶V VXffUage 

movement. In contrast, the Emily Dickinson plate features a discreet vulva enclosed in delicate 

lace undulating outwards like light rays from a solar disk. The depiction of individual women 

serves Whe ZoUk¶V aim Wo pUomoWe Whe adYancemenW of Zomen in VocieW\ and WheiU YiVibiliW\ as 

historically important figures. Indeed, as noted by Jane F. Gerhard:  

The Dinner Party offers a unique case study of U.S. feminism as a 

cultural force, one that challenged the definition of art and history²the 

diVWincWion beWZeen fine aUWV and cUafW, Zomen¶V ³qXeVWionable´ VWaWXV aV 

art makers, and the terms by which museum directors and boards of 

directors established value. It raised questions about what constituted 

³gUeaWneVV´²how narratives of the past neglected entire groups, how 

history shaped ideas of womanhood as well as how actual women lived 

their lives.29  

 

 
28 Jane F Gerhard, The Dinner Party: Judy Chicago and the Power of Popular Feminism, 1970-
2007 (Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 2013), 2.  
29 Ibid., 4. 
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The Dinner Party thus was in every sense of the word²quite literally² about representation, 

both as presenting allegorical depictions of specific women in history and as a manifesto for their 

political and social visibility and advancement of all women.  

Also, an inVWallaWion, HeUVhman¶V Self-Portrait as Another Person (1966-68) nonetheless 

entertains a different approach in rendering its subject. The work features a wax mould of the 

aUWiVW¶V face ZiWh a conVideUabl\ daUkeU skin tone. Eyes closed, lips sealed, the face is enveloped 

in a wig of long wavy hair. The mould appears to capture the process of holding still for a wax 

poUWUaiW aV mXch aV Whe VXbjecW¶V likeneVV. ThiV iV a diVembodied face oU Velf; indeed, the rest of 

the body is not rendered. Instead, positioned below the mould is an audio cassette player playing 

a UecoUding of Whe aUWiVW¶V Yoice and heavy breathing. To those, like myself, who have met the 

aUWiVW, iW iV XnmiVWakabl\ heU Yoice: ³Oh WheUe \oX aUe, I¶Ye been ZaiWing foU \oX all da\. I¶m Vo 

glad WhaW \oX¶Ye come Wo Vee me. WhaW¶V \oXU name? I didn¶W heaU \oX. WhaW¶V \oXU name? Tell 

me \oXU deepeVW WhoXghWV. I ZanW Wo knoZ all aboXW \oX. WhaW elVe did \oX do Woda\?´ She 

breathes heavily between sentences, manifesting the embodied and visceral nature of the voice; 

every breath reminds us there was once a living body uttering these words.  

The idea of a self-portrait as somebody else here pits the indexical trace of the wax mould 

against the doubts cast upon the identity of Whe face b\ Whe ZoUk¶V WiWle and Whe daUk Vkin 

rendition. Wax moulds were a technique once used via the death mask to capture the appearance 

of the recently deceased for posterity and here used to portray the face of a living woman whose 

identity is purposefully blurred. Hershman has acknoZledged WhaW Whe figXUe¶V daUk Vkin cannoW 

be viewed outside the context of the Civil Rights Movement, during which it was made.30 But 

 
30 L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon, ³DigiWal LiYeneVV and Whe TeUUoU of ImmoUWaliW\,´ Walk giYen aW Whe 
Live Artists Live event, University of Southern California, January 26, 2016. As noted. 
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Self Portrait as Another Person is more than a straightforward political commentary in which the 

artist, a white woman, is depicted with darker skin, presumably in a gesture of solidarity with 

Black Americans and in support of the anti-racist movement and struggle for civil rights in the 

United States. The colour of material chosen for this portrait can also be viewed as a problematic 

and awkward appropriation of blackness in a gesture akin to wearing blackface.  

WheUeaV Whe foUmal qXaliWieV in Whe YaUioXV depicWionV of Zomen¶V liYeV in The Dinner 

Party often appear to metaphorically mirror their character and qualities, as interpreted by the 

artist who designed each place-setting, in Self Portrait as Another Person the link between the 

installation and its referent is muddled. The medium of the wax mould becomes noisy. The 

recorded voice, that of the artist, appears to securely link the work with its author²as does the 

wax mould of her face² and both might seem to VecXUe Whe inVWallaWion¶V Uole aV a Velf-portrait, 

\eW noW eYeU\ YieZeU knoZV Whe aUWiVW¶V Yoice noU heU facial appeaUance. WhaW makeV WhiV ZoUk 

astounding is how breaks down the presumed homology between a wax mould of a peUVon¶V face 

and who that person iV. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V mi[ed media use of sound and three-dimensional 

objects creates a work that is performative in its unfolding in time and in its reliance on the body 

of the viewer, implicating their time in the future. 31 

But the voice of the artist is more than a temporal element in this piece; like the signature 

of the artist in some paintings and sculptures, it plays a crucial role in identifying the work. In his 

critique of logocentrism elaborated at the same time as Hershman Leeson was working on Self 

Portrait as Another Person, Jacques Derrida notes that the voice in Western metaphysics has 

 
31 This is precisely the kind of art which modernist critics such as Michael Fried disapproved of. 
In hiV 1967 aUWicle ³AUW and ObjecWhood,´ FUied aUgXeV a ZoUk of aUW mXVW make iWVelf Zholl\ 
manifeVW aW once. Time baVed aUW ZaV a conWaminaWion of aUW b\ WheaWeU. Michael FUied µAUW and 
ObjecWhood¶ in ChaUleV HaUUiVon and PaXl Wood, Art in Theory, 1900-1990: An Anthology of 
Changing Ideas (Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1996), 832. 
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been perceived as the privileged medium for meaning and the manifestation of presence. While 

arguing for the impossibility of presence, Derrida shows the transparency of voice to only be the 

result of its phenomenality. It is indeed self-effacing; in its absolute proximity to the body of the 

speaking subject, its performance exposes the illusion of a transparency which explains why the 

phoneme has often been viewed as the privileged vehicle for the plenitude of meaning. Like a 

magic trick, the phenomenality of the recorded voice in Self Portrait as Another Person performs 

an illusion of presence and embodied personhood.   

In Self Portrait as Another Person, the voice is disembodied, untethered from the 

coextensive living body. Indeed, a recorded voice can well be the voice of a body no longer 

alive. The wig and the wax mask together with the recorded voice summon a body that remains 

absent.  The oxymoronic title of Self Portrait as Another Person is not that of a self-portrait of 

the artist as another person because it is representing the wrong person, but rather because it 

points to the idea that there can be no self-portrait that can escape the fate of being a portrait of 

the self as other. As noted by Amelia Jones in relation to photographic self-poUWUaiWXUe, ³[W]he 

peUfoUmaWiYe poVing of Whe Velf, ZheWheU phoWogUaphicall\ docXmenWed oU µliYe,¶ iV alZa\V 

alUead\ a peUfoUmance of Whe oWheU.´32 The multimedia nature of the portrait installation is an 

invitation for the viewer to participate in the performing of the piece.  

With their indexical capacity to replicate the appearance of the once present, the media 

used in this work, together with the viewer, engender and perform their referent. As Hershman 

Leeson heUVelf noWed in an eaUl\ eVVa\: ³The manneU of poUWUaiWXUe dependV Xpon UeVponVeV Wo Whe 

 
32 Amelia Jones, Self/Image: Technology, Representation, and the Contemporary Subject 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2006), 56. 
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media of Wime. The media of noZ iV TIME.´33 And there is no performativity without time and 

coextensively.34 PeUfoUmaWiYiW\¶V production of meaning in time is perhaps best understood when 

compared to the idea of representation. In her critique of representationalism and Cartesianism 

Karen Barad notes: 

The idea that beings exist as individuals with inherent attributes, anterior to 

their representation, is a metaphysical presupposition that underlies the 

belief in political, linguistic, and epistemological forms of 

representationalism. Or, to put the point the other way around, 

representationalism is the belief in the ontological distinction between 

representations and that which they purport to represent; in particular, that 

which is represented is held to be independent of all practices of 

representing. That is, there are assumed to be two distinct and independent 

kinds of entities²representations and entities to be represented. The system 

of representation is sometimes explicitly theorized in terms of a tripartite 

arrangement. For example, in addition to knowledge (i.e., representations), 

on the one hand, and the known (i.e., that which is purportedly represented), 

on the other, the existence of a knower (i.e., someone who does the 

representing) is sometimes made explicit. When this happens, it becomes 

clear that representations serve a mediating function between independently 

 
33 Lynn Hershman-Leeson, Lynn Hershman Is Not Roberta Breitmore / Preface, Arturo 
SFKZaU]ࣟ; PRVWIaFH, KULVWLQH SWLOHVࣟ; IQWHUIaFH, SaQG\ BaOOaWRUHࣟ; aERXW FaFH, JaFN BXUQKaP. 
(San Francisco: MH de Young Memorial Museum, 1978), 11. 
34 I laWeU elaboUaWe on hoZ HeUVhman¶V Wime-based practices challenged the ambient modernist 
ethos of their time. 
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existing entities. This taken-for-granted ontological gap generates questions 

of the accuracy of representations. 35 

In mXch of HeUVhman¶V ZoUk, aV ZiWh Self Portrait as Somebody Else, this ontological gap Barad 

describes can be viewed as having been forcefully widened, or as I will argue later, as simply 

rendered irrelevant by a performative approach. I also argue later that this performative gesture 

proposes new understandings of the relationship of matter to meaning and contributes to setting 

Hershman Leeson apart from her contemporaries.  

 

Roberta Breitmore’s Many Lives: The Multitude of Manifestations of a Years-Long Project 

Another work that exemplifies this widened ontological gap and performative approach is 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V \eaUV-long Roberta Breitmore project. This project took place in three 

consecutive stages or places. The first was from 1974 to 1978, during which time Lynn 

Hershman changed her name, moved to San Francisco and became Roberta Breitmore. 

Breitmore had her own bank account, a distinct wardrobe and handwriting, and official papers 

attesting to her identity. Hershman thus proceeded to perform herself as Roberta Breitmore and 

confided her struggles to a therapist. There was alVo a WoWal of foXU ³RobeUWa mXlWipleV,´ people 

who would dress and act like Roberta and appear in her guise and strictly follow the Roberta 

Breitmore personality blueprint. In 1978, the de Young Museum organised a Roberta lookalike 

conWeVW Wo coincide ZiWh an e[hibiWion of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. Roberta multiples were 

eventually brought together in 1978 during an exorcism ceremony at the Palazzo dei Diamanti 

 
35 Karen Barad, "Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes 
to Matter," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 
and Society 28, no. 3 (2003): 804. 
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which ended Roberta Breitmore¶V existence in fleshed form.36 The Roberta Breitmore project 

now continues to exist in the form artefacts and archived material.  

In an age during which coalitional political activism in society and in art revolved around 

Whe affiUmaWion of Whe indiYidXal, Whe Ve[ed bod\, and WhiV indiYidXal¶V poliWical and social 

circumstances, Lynn Hershman Leeson was actively performing being someone else. Amid 

critiques of the sovereign subject, artistic agency has also meant an emboldened affirmation of 

sovereignty over meaning and the signified, over the identity of bodies. In Roberta Breitmore 

(1973-75) the body and psyche of Hershman Leeson was Roberta Breitmore simply because she 

said so. Whereas self-portraiture as another person or fictional persona preceded the work of 

Hershman in notorious works, such as Marcel DXchamp¶V Rrose Selavy (c. 1921) and the self-

portraits of Claude Cahun, Hershman became someone else in an unprecedentedly intimate and 

embodied fashion. In addition to deciding to be Roberta Breitmore, in order to attest to and 

activate this new identity, Hershman Leeson/Breitmore mobilised bureaucratic measures, such as 

opening a bank accoXnW, obWaining a dUiYeU¶V licenVe, UenWing an apaUWmenW in Whe DanWe HoWel in 

San Francisco, as well as adopting a distinctive set of bodily gestures and clothing style and 

narrating her neuroses to a therapist. While having her excursions documented by a private eye 

following her, Roberta met with prospective roommates after posting a classified ad. One of the 

encounters I detail in Chapter three resembled awkward dates and others turned out to be 

dangerous, like when Roberta was approached by pimps trying to coerce her into sex work, she 

shed her Roberta attire in a public bathroom and escaped unnoticed as Lynn. 37 

 
36 Lynn Hershman "PUiYaWe I: An InYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline" in Lynn Hershman-Leeson and Robin 
Held, The Art and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson Secret Agents, Private I, ed. Meredith 
Tromble (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 30. 
37 Lynn Hershman "Private Eye: An InvestigatoU¶V Timeline" ibid., 26. 
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While performed by Hershman Leeson and the various Roberta multiples, the process of 

becoming someone else rubbed against the inescapability of the individual body and its finitude, 

the social constraints attached to its gender, race, and social class, and the limitations inherent to 

representation and indexical technological devices of representation. These constraints result 

from the imperative of embodying a socially recognised form of subjectivity, as noted by Judith 

Butler:  

individuals come to occupy the site of the subject (the subject 

VimXlWaneoXVl\ emeUgeV aV a ³ViWe´), and Whe\ enjo\ inWelligibiliW\ onl\ Wo 

the extent that they are, as it were, first established in language. The 

subject is the linguistic occasion for the individual to achieve and 

reproduce intelligibility, the lingXiVWic of iWV e[iVWence and agenc\ [«] 

The term ³VXbjecW´ then designates a paradoxical grammatical situation 

where one tries to put into language the story of the emergence of 

something which, as yet does not exist in language. In this sense, the 

subject is talked about prior to its emergence as a not-yet, or never fully 

attainable or defined ideal.38  

Butler is thus describing the subject as a perpetual yet to be, as a moment rather than a discrete 

and strictly defined site. In a similar way, Roberta Breitmore performs, and materialises, the 

VXbjecW¶V meandeUing joXUne\ Wo inWelligibiliW\, in heU caVe as a single young woman living in San 

FUanciVco. IW iV alVo ZoUWh noWing WhaW HeUVhman¶V peUfoUmaWiYe appUoach, ZheUe Whe 

 
38 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), 10±11. 
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denaturalising understandings of media and representation go hand and hand with a 

denaturalising of both the subject of the artist and thiV VXbjecW¶V manifeVWaWionV/mediaWionV, 

occurred over a decade before the publication and wide dissemination of a gender theory 

inflXenced foUm of feminiVm VpaUked in paUW b\ JXdiWh BXWleU¶V ³PeUformative Acts and Gender 

Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenolog\ and FeminiVW TheoU\´ in 1988 and Whe early 1990s 

work on gender performativity by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick.  

Despite the fact that the original phase of this pioneering performance series ended, 

Roberta Breitmore endures as several scattered archives. For example, in 2007, Hershman 

Leeson used the online virtual world Second Life to house and display the Roberta Breitmore 

archive. Known as Life Squared, this virtual repository of artefacts complicates the traditional 

notion of archives as secure indexical links to past events. Through this multiplication of archival 

documents housed at different physical and virtual locations, the distance created by material 

mediation is highlighted. The archive and its viewing itself become events, performing the work 

in the present. 

The ways in which the Roberta Breitmore project have been disseminated and continue 

to exist virtually keep Roberta Breitmore the persona alive. Beyond the Second Life example, in 

1995, Hershman Leeson produced CyberRoberta along with Tillie, as part of a series called 

Dollie Clones. These are two robotic dolls, one of which is dressed in typical Roberta Breitmore 

attire: a polka dot dress, a red cardigan and sweater, sunglasses and a conspicuous bright blond 

wig. NoW onl\ aUe Whe WZo dollV pUogUammed Wo hack inWo each oWheU¶V codes and steal each 

oWheU¶V idenWiWieV, bXW also the viewer can see through their camera eyes. A monitor displays what 

they see and streams it to the Internet. And during the same period Hershman Leeson produced 

other interactive works such as Agent Ruby (1999-2002), an artificial intelligence world wide 
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web-connected programme in which users can ask questions to the software anthropomorphised 

through the persona of Agent Ruby. The programme is made to learn from the conversations and 

adapt accoUdingl\ b\ accXmXlaWing knoZledge of ViWXaWionV and behaYioXUV. HeU ³moodV´ aUe 

said to be altered by her interactions with individual users. 39  

To better understand the ways in which works like these function as dispersed in time, 

space, and across media I ZoXld like Wo bUiefl\ UeWXUn Wo DeUUida¶V idea of iterability. In his 

analysis of AXVWin¶V Vpeech-act theory²and part of his direct deconstruction of the mythical 

belief in speech as privileging presence²Derrida argues that every utterance, whether spoken or 

written, is structurally homologous to the grapheme (the smallest unit in a writing system) in that 

to exist it is always necessarily untethered from its context and infinitely citable.40 This, again, is 

the process of iterability, which forecloses the possibility of a graphematic mark, material or not, 

of becoming static as a fixed signifier or trace of originary meaning. As he notes in Of 

Grammatology:  

The trace is not only the disappearance of origin²within the discourse 

that we sustain and according to the path that we follow²it means that 

the origin did not even disappear, that it was never constituted except 

reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace, which thus becomes the origin of 

the origin. From then on, to wrench the concept of the trace from the 

classical scheme, which would derive it from a presence or from an 

 
39 Lynn Hershman "PUiYaWe I: An inYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline" in Hershman-Leeson and Held, The 
Art and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson Secret Agents, Private I, 94. 
40 Derrida, Limited Inc, 1988, 9. 
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originary nontrace and which would make of it an empirical mark, one 

must indeed speak of an originary trace or arche-trace.41 

If the iterable graphematic mark does not mirror a stable signifier but rather only asserts the 

appearance of an empirical mark, then logography and other marks are not simply opaque but 

are inherently performative, since they do not refer to stable meaning but produce meaning 

through effects²just like speech.  

AV I noWed eaUlieU in UelaWion Wo AXVlandeU¶V ZoUk on Whe peUfoUmaWiYiW\ of peUfoUmance 

documentation, the topic of the nature performance traces was once the subject of sustained 

VcUXWin\. BXW, alWhoXgh XVefXl, AXVlandeU¶V W\polog\ doeV noW accoXnW foU Whe meaning effecWV 

created by the said documentation. Nor does it invite a close discussion of the technologies of 

representation beyond debates around the indexical or opaque nature of their productions. I am 

therefoUe noW Uel\ing on AXVlandeU¶V accoXnW when I suggest technology plays a performative 

Uole in L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. In Roberta Breitmore, a project which once partially 

existed in the flesh of Hershman Leeson and now is manifest across various media, documents 

and artefact do not refer to a stable signified, meaning is created through the interaction between 

the performance of Breitmore (whether live or in documentation) and the viewers. In Agent 

Ruby, a material computational and physical infrastructure permits an interaction with online 

users who communicate with Agent Ruby using text. Each interaction is unpredictable and so is 

the final result of this dialogical interaction between the hardware and software of Agent Ruby 

and the user. The work as such thus functions through the performative and co-dependant 

interaction of matter and discourse, as described by Karen Barad and discussed earlier.42 As 

 
41 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 62. 
42 Barad, "Posthumanist Performativity," 2003, 823. 
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noted by Derrida regarding the graphematic character of communication, with the rapid 

proliferation of new media: 

We are witnessing not an end to writing that would restore, in 

accoUdance ZiWh [MaUVhall] McLXhan¶V ideological UepUeVenWaWion, a 

transparency or an immediacy to social relations; but rather the 

increasingly powerful historical expansion of a general writing, of 

which the system of speech, consciousness, meaning, presence, truth, 

etc., would be only an effect, and should be analysed as such.43 

All these phenomena have in common for Derrida the feature of iterability, their ability to be 

untethered from their originary context and infinitely citable, making them structurally 

homologous to the grapheme and foreclosing the possibility that these graphematic phenomena 

could act as signifiers to, or be traces of, original meaning or presence.44 Similarly, I argue, what 

Hershman Leeson makes clear in her electronic works is that, contrary to popular belief, 

electronic media do noW pUoYide WUanVpaUenc\ oU immediac\, noU do Whe\ ³UepUeVenW´ a VWable pUe-

existing real. Instead, Hershman Leeson proposes a performative or practice-based process of 

meaning making, one that is heavily reliant on material and electronic inscription. The ³VXbjecW´ 

(both Hershman Leeson as well as ³Roberta Breitmore´) does not pre-exist the technological 

mediation or representation.  

 
 The Whitworth Gallery of Art at the University of Manchester is one of the physical 

repositories for the Roberta Breitmore archive, holding 143 items. The collection includes 

photographs, documents, and identity items that belonged to the persona; they have been 

 
43 Derrida, Limited Inc, 1988, 20. 
44 Ibid., 9. 
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organised by the artist into the five thematically distinct groups: External Transformations, 

Internal Transformations, Anonymous Social Constructions, Articles of Identity, and Meet Mr. 

America. One of them is Robota (1976), a portrait of Lynn Hershman Leeson embodying 

Roberta Breitmore. Although it is a large (11 [ 14´) photograph, in its framing and composition, 

it resembles a passport photograph or other photograph produced to ascertain identity. The face 

appears off-cenWUe, Ze can Vee HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Ueal haiU beloZ heU Zig, heU laUge aviator 

glasses are jarringly crooked. Moreover, her make-up is heavy, almost grotesque. The eyes hover 

midpoint between a vacant gaze and a knowing look.  

In this manipulated photograph, which belongs to the External Transformations series, 

the use of props and of the photographic medium itself conspire to expose the complex 

palimpsest of personal identity. Here, the face is literally and figuratively constructed and 

annotated beyond legibility. The face ceases to function as straightforward signifier of identity as 

its constructedness is exposed. A similar phenomenon is at work in theorist Bill Brown ³Whing 

WheoU\´ when he notes that: ³We begin Wo confUonW Whe WhingneVV of objecWV Zhen Whe\ VWop 

working for us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get filthy, when 

their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, consumption and exhibition, has 

been aUUeVWed, hoZeYeU momenWaUil\.´45 With its ornamental, crooked glasses and thick made-up 

façade, Robota, much like Self-Portrait as Another Person, is a failed portrait in the traditional 

sense; it appears to have no referent other than its own plasticity. The title of the work, which 

appeaUV Wo be a pXn of Whe ZoUd ³UoboW´ and RobeUWa, fXUWheU diVcoXnWV an\ claim WhaW WhiV iV a 

photograph whose referent is a clearly defined, preexisting human subject. This subversion of the 

 
45 Bill Brown, "Thing Theory," Critical Inquiry Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001): 4. 
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genre of photographic portrait parallels other practices of repurposing of media in Hershman 

LeeVon¶V mXlWi-media practice.  

 

From Markets Data to Aesthetic Experience: Synthia Stock Ticker and the Opacity of 

Media 

An example of this is Synthia Stock Ticker (2000-02). The work consists of a reinvented 

stock ticker. In the late nineteenth century, stock tickers were machines that printed out market 

information received by telegram. They sat under a glass dome and printed out the data they 

received on a narrow paper tape. In Synthia Stock Ticker, however, there is no paper or telegram 

technology; instead it features a screen showing the ups and downs of the life of a character, 

Synthia. Rather than printing out stock market information, Synthia Stock Ticker, uses stock 

market information to determine Whe naUUaWiYe of S\nWhia¶V life. Depending on the mood of the 

maUkeWV, Whe WickeU¶V VcUeen VhoZV fooWage of S\nWhia eiWheU Vhopping aW ChUiVWian DioU in 

euphoric periods or dreading having to shop at thrift stores during downturns.46 This work fits in 

ZiWh HeUVhman LeeVon¶V inWeUeVW in XWili]ing WechnicV commonl\ aVVociaWed ZiWh a pUogUeVViYe 

and ever-growing loss of human agency, including computer technologies, cybernetics, and 

artificial intelligence. In a discussion of similar new media art work in New Philosophy for New 

Media, Mark Hansen notes in relation to many contemporary new media artists that ³the 

installations, and environments they create function as laboratories for the conversion of 

information into corporeally apprehensible imageV.´47 What Hansen describes amounts to the 

 
46 Lynn Hershman "PUiYaWe I: An InYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline" in Hershman-Leeson and Held, The 
Art and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson Secret Agents, Private I, 92. 
47 Mark B. N Hansen, New philosophy for new media (Cambridge, Mass.; London: MIT, 2006), 
11. 
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transduction of information as representation, a process by which there is no optical relationship 

between the signified and referent or the art object and the world, but simply a causal 

relationship of making visible information or data. The artist uses technology to become the 

author of computational rules governing the visual manifestation of information. The depth of 

the stock ticker as one of the first media of apparent immediacy is concealed by the aesthetic and 

narrative facture it is made to render (by depth I mean the great distance that this medium of the 

immediate makes apparent): from the raw data to computational interpretation, and the aesthetic 

and narrative rendition of S\nWhia¶V maUkeWV V\nched moodV, infoUmaWion iV mXddied aV iW 

dissolves into a chain of a technically enabled chain of causation with shifting inputs. In this 

domino effect from data to aesthetic and narrative experience, it is as though the referent being 

communicated is not only absent²as in the case of any mediated representational form²but 

also has never finished its journey, becoming merely the trigger of an aesthetic and potentially 

political effect rather than a wholly signified referent. This work highlights the depth and opacity 

of all media.  

ThiV opaciW\, aV I¶Ye aUgXed in UelaWion Wo Agent Ruby and Roberta Breitmore, is essential 

Wo HeUVhman LeeVon¶V XVe of media and Wechnolog\ aV peUfoUmaWiYe UaWheU Whan UepUeVenWaWional 

devices. This paWWeUn iV pUeVenW, I aUgXe, WhUoXghoXW HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. It is also, I would 

assert, historically and geographically specific, relating to her working in Northern California at 

a time of major technological developments emerging from Silicon Valley, and to Hershman 

LeeVon¶V feminiVW VWUaWegies, developing in relation to the feminist art movement in California, 

strong from the 1970s onward. This arrangement instantiates a bent to affirm the primacy and 

political relevance of relations over objects and presumed originary meanings, a notion later 

UeflecWed in BaUad¶V agential realism where meaning emerges performatively within phenomena.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I asserted that further examination of the work of Lynn Hershman Leeson 

and its feminist dimensions enrich our understanding of history of performance and body art in 

the United States and Western Europe. This is not only because of the diversity of media 

Hershman Leeson has used and their sophisticated performative methods, but also because of her 

participation in late-twentieth-century U.S. feminism and her role in exploring changing 

understandings of gender, subjectivity, and indiYidXaWion. I¶Ye VhoZn hoZ HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

use of her own body via images, mediations, and fragments differs from representationslist 

strategies adopted by some of her contemporaries in that it embraces a performative approach to 

intersubjective meaning making. In compaUing HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Self Portrait as Another 

Person Wo JXd\ Chicago¶V Dinner Party, I illustrated that, while stylistic and iconographic 

choiceV in Chicago¶V iconic inVWallaWion attempt to mirror (oU ³UepUeVenW´) the character of the 

women depicted, Hershman Leeson¶V poUWUaiW mXddieV WhaW miUUoU that stands between person 

and their portrait. In the process, a work reliant on both time and interactions with viewers is 

performed. The portrait, rather than a cipher to an authentic referent, becomes a process that 

interrogates the possibility of a sovereign and wholly knowable subjectivity, and presence as the 

presumed ultimate referent of portraiture.  

In this way, I argued that HeUVhman LeeVon¶V practice is a rare example of performance 

art manifested across media by an artist with an ongoing practice in new media, bringing 

together practices that have closely associated with the possibility of intersubjective interactions 

and interactivity. In the following chapter, I return to the Self Portrait as Another Person and 

analyse HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmaWiYe appUoach against the backdrop of twentieth-century 



 Lotfi Gouigah 36 

idealisations of the transformative nature of computer technologies, and skepticism of novel 

communication technologies in favour of idealised in person sociability articulated by Nicholas 

Bourriaud in his work on relational aesthetics.  
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Chapter Two 

Promises of Contact: Self Portrait as Another Person, Roberta Breitmore, Lorna and 
Twentieth-Century Longings for Communion.  

 

 ³Tell me \oXU deepeVW WhoXghWV,´ Va\V Whe UecoUded Yoice of L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon in 

Self Portrait as Another Person (1966-68) . ³I ZanW Wo knoZ all aboXW \oX´ Vhe addV. I want to 

briefly return to this installation I discussed in the previous chapter. In this work consisting of a 

Za[ moXld of Whe aUWiVW¶V face, a wig and an audio cassette player, the recorded sound of the 

aUWiVW¶V Yoice iV peUhapV Whe moVW illXVioniVWic componenW of a multi-media portrait. Speaking 

aboXW WhiV ZoUk in 2016, LeeVon pUopoVed WhaW ³VoXnd e[Wending inWo Wime ZaV a dUaZing.´48 But 

there is more. Just like the mould mask was obtained b\ pUeVVing maWWeU diUecWl\ Xpon Whe aUWiVW¶V 

body to form an intimately indexical trace of heU feaWXUeV, Whe UecoUding of Whe aUWiVW¶V Yoice 

captures her living and breathing body. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Yoice is written onto the length of 

the audiotape in electromagnetic form. Meanwhile, the features of the face from which this voice 

once emerged were recorded without the stylistic interference or idealisations possible in a 

painted or even a photographic portrait. Instead, matter was forcibly handled around the surface 

and edges of Whe ViWWeU¶V face producing a mark that will produce the illusionistic effect of close 

likeness. This way of rendering Whe poUWUaiW¶V VXbjecW maWWeU also performs the task of any portrait 

in outliving both the moment it was conceived, and the artist¶V and ViWWeU¶V liYeV. AV JacqXeV 

DeUUida once noWed, ³[W]o ZUiWe iV Wo pUodXce a maUk WhaW Zill conVWiWXWe a VoUW of machine Zhich 

is productive in turn, and which my future disappearance will not, in principle, hinder in its 

functioning, offering things and iWVelf Wo be Uead and Wo be UeZUiWWen.´49 Again and again, as 

 
48 L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon, ³DigiWal LiYeneVV and Whe TeUUoU of ImmoUWaliW\,´ Walk giYen aW Whe 
Live Artists Live event, University of Southern California, January 26, 2016. As noted. 
49 Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 8. 
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visitors come into contact with this work, each beginning their encountered during different 

segments of the audio recording, they witness a portrait not only confined to the depiction of 

facial features, but it is also deployed in space through sound, one that is also durational in its 

totality. A single glimpse of the work does not allow us to grasp it entirety. Moreover, the 

references to the body of the artist together with the fragmented, multimedia installation of the 

portrait, WogeWheU peUfoUm Whe impoVVibiliW\ of fXll pUeVence of Whe piece¶V UefeUenW (L\nn 

Hershman Leeson herself). The portrait stages the impossibility of dialogical communion, the 

work cannot know all about us and the viewer cannot know all about the person depicted in the 

poUWUaiW. ³I ZanW Wo knoZ all aboXW \oX´ WhXV UemainV a longing.  

In the previous chapter, I explored the debates surrounding the relationship of the live 

event to its documentation. I alVo anal\Ved HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmaWiYe manifeVWaWion of 

feminism in her work by comparing Self Portrait as Another Person Wo JXd\ Chicago¶V Dinner 

Party, and I showed the ways in which the artist has used technology to produce multiple 

iterations of Roberta Breitmore long after she ceased to perform that persona live. This allowed 

me to sketch out how Hershman Leeson created performative circuits composed of viewers, 

information, and interactive interfaces, strategies she developed further through digital and web-

based projects such as Lorna and Synthia Stock Ticker. In this chapter, taking as a starting point 

Whe longing Wo commXne e[pUeVVed b\ Whe ³Yoice´ of Self Portrait as Another Person¶V, I explore 

this longing for dialogue and how it interfaces with development of communication 

technologies.  I will show how this yearning has been a pervasive motivation in both twentieth-

century performance art, and in the development of media and communications technologies 

premised on bridging temporal and spatial gaps between individuals. As I demonstrate in this 

chapWeU and Whe folloZing, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk, in line with this historical development in 
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media, features a great variety of technical means to simulate the effects of presence and stage 

situations which encourage dialogue.  

 To better situate the relationship Leeson creates between her work and its audience, I 

discuss the history of both the relationships media have to their depictions and to those who 

encounter them. Discussions in art criticism and art history of the choice of media used by 

twentieth-century artists have often been developed in the context of critical literature envisaging 

the nature of the particular medium within a modernist and formalist discourse. This critical 

cXUUenW conWendV WhaW WUXe aUWiVWV¶ ZoUk bXildV on Whe XniqXe pUopeUWieV of Whe mediXm Whe\ ZoUk 

in. Hence, formalist art critic Clement Greenberg argued in 1939 WhaW: ³PicaVVo, BUaqXe, 

Mondrian, Miro, Kandinsky, Brancusi, even Klee, Matisse and Cezanne derive their chief 

inspiration from the medium they work in. The excitement of their art seems to lie most of all in 

its pure preoccupation with the invention and arrangement of spaces, surfaces, shapes, colors, 

eWc., Wo Whe e[clXVion of ZhaWeYeU iV noW neceVVaUil\ implicaWed in WheVe facWoUV.´50 Similarly, in 

the late 1960s formalist critic and historian of art Michael Fried argued art degenerates once it 

adopts the time-bound features of theater (which would include most if not all performance and 

time-based ZoUkV) and WhaW iW iV ³b\ YiUWXe of WheiU pUeVenWneVV and inVWanWaneoXVneVV WhaW 

modeUniVW painWing and VcXlpWXUe defeaW WheaWUe.´51 According to the formalist art critic, the work 

of art must then convincingly transcend context, circumstances and time itself by making itself 

whole apprehensible in the present.   

 

 
50 Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1965), 7. 
51 Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1998), 9. 
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 While these discussions have been influential and could be seen as ingenious²albeit 

partial²approaches to dealing with the multiplication of media in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, a strategy of looking further back in Western thinking about material mediation, as 

well as exploring laterally, from the methods of art history to those of communication theory, 

WogeWheU pUoYide neZ Za\V Wo beWWeU XndeUVWand Whe hiVWoUical Vignificance of LeeVon¶V XVe of 

media. AfWeU all, mXch of LeeVon¶V eaUl\ caUeeU occXUUed Zhile Whe deYeloped ZoUld placed high 

expectations on the transformative potential of technology in bringing the world together. For 

example, simultaneous to Self Portrait as Another Person, and in the midst of the American 

CiYil RighWV moYemenW, Whe fiUVW eYeU planeWaU\ liYe WeleYiVion bUoadcaVW ³OXU WoUld´ (1967) 

aired, reporting live from a dozen countries including Tunisia, Japan, the United States, and 

Mexico. As Lisa Parks, drawing on the work of Peter Sconce notes, the discourse surrounding 

WhiV planeWaU\ VaWelliWe bUoadcaVW echoed a WeVWeUn fanWaV\ of ³global pUeVence´ Wo Zhich WeUmV 

like ³liYeneVV´ and ³pUeVence´ ZeUe cloVel\ aVVociaWed. PaUkV pUopoVeV WhaW dXUing Whe 1960V, 

³meaningV of µliYeneVV¶ and µpUeVence¶ ZeUe indiVWingXiVhable fUom WeVWeUn diVcoXUVeV of 

modernization, which classified societies as traditional or modern, called for urbanization and 

literacy in the developing world, and envisioned mass media as agents of social control and 

economic libeUali]aWion.´52 Hence, in paying closer attention to media, I do not want to treat 

them as inert historical objects but rather as, inherently context-bound, relational, and objects 

that produce effects. LiVa GiWleman¶V inVighWV on Whe naWXUe of media aV an hiVWoUical objecW 

guides my approach. Gitleman astutely notes that:  

 
52 Lisa Parks, Cultures in Orbit: Satellites and the Televisual (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2005), 23. 
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 All historical subjects are certainly not alike. The histories of science and 

art, for instance, differ considerably in the construction of their respective 

subjects. The art historical object from long ago²a vase, painting, or 

sculpture²is still art today, however much tastes may have changed. But 

the scientific object from long ago²curing by leeches, the ether, a 

geocentric solar system, and so on²iVn¶W Vcience aW all. [«] Which kind of 

historical subject are media? Are they more like nonscientific or scientific 

objecWV? [«] Media mXdd\ Whe map. Like old art, old media remain 

meaningful. Think of medieval manuscript, eight-track tapes, and rotary 

phones, or semaphores, stereoscopes and punch-card programming: only 

antiquarians use them, but they are all recognizable as media. Yet like old 

science, old media also seem unacceptably unreal. Neither silent film nor 

black-and-white television seems right anymore, except as a throwback. 

Like acoXVWic (nonelecWUonic) analog UecoUdingV, Whe\ jXVW don¶W do Whe job. 

The ³job´ in qXeVWion iV laUgel\ Whough not exclusively one of 

representation, and a lot of muddiness of media as historical subjects arises 

from their entanglement with this swing term. Media are so integral to a 

sense of what representation itself is, and what counts as adequate²and 

thereby commodifiable²representation, that they share some of the 

conventional attributes of both art historical objects and scientific ones.53  
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While I am noW VXggeVWing WhaW LeeVon¶V bod\ of ZoUk Zill ceaVe Wo be aUW becaXVe Whe media iW 

XVeV Zill no longeU ³do Whe job,´ iW iV ZoUWh keeping in mind WhaW its illusionistic effects might be 

viewed historically as having been more powerful at time when the medium used was more 

widely used. In other words, Self Portrait as Another Person¶V XVe of UecoUded VoXnd along ZiWh 

the wax mould will not have the same immersive effect today, in 2017, as they no doubt would 

have had in the late 1960s, nor to contemporary viewers would they have the same effect today 

as would a virtual reality experience. 

 M\ aim in WhiV chapWeU iV Wo ViWXaWe HeUVhman¶V XVe of media and liYe peUfoUmance ZiWhin 

the discourses surrounding the political dimensions of media and technology, as well as within 

debates in art criticism surrounding the political value or potential of live and ³UelaWional´ aUWiVWic 

pUacWiceV. I alVo diVcXVV Whe Za\V in Zhich Whe XVe of media in HeUVhman¶V ZoUk and contrast it 

with the use of the same media by her contemporaries. By bringing in key texts of 

communication and media theory, I seek to complicate the way in which new media, as well as 

Whe mediXm, iV diVcXVVed in aUW cUiWiciVm in UelaWion Wo ZoUk VXch aV HeUVhman¶V. I begin b\ 

exploring the artistic and discursive context in which Hershman Leeson has worked in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Specifically, I am interested in the debates around the values 

of mediaWion YeUVXV ³pUeVence,´ peUfoUmaWiYiW\ oU UepUeVenWaWion, and Whe aeVWheWic beliefV and 

philosophical inclinations attached to these concepts. These debates occurred in a Western 

twentieth-century context that witnessed keen interest in the promises of contact represented by 

both the innovations of communication technology and their promises of self-effacing mediation, 

simulating co-extensive presence between individuals. 
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Technology, “Presence” and “Relational Aesthetics” 

In Self-Portrait as Another Person the recorded voice of the artist says: ³I ZanW Wo knoZ 

all about you.´ While portraits usually tell the viewer about the person depicted, here that person 

expresses the desire²through the portrait²to also know the viewer. The portrait is staged as a 

two-directional, intersubjective experience but of course it is unable to listen or truly dialogue 

with the viewer. Like the contemporaneous Our World broadcast it seems invested in the 

promise of dialogue mediated by then new technologies, recording even more of a live event and 

rendering a multi-sensory experience of simultaneous sound and image. This preoccupation with 

the ways in which recording, and communication technologies may accurately record events and 

the nature of obstacles to this accuracy had been documented a decade earlier in Claude Shannon 

and Warren Weaver¶V 1951 seminal Mathematical Theory of Communication emerged. Although 

not dealing primarily with the fine arts or even with culture or society in general, this theory 

provides a convenient entry point into the pervasive debates surrounding the status of the 

mediated content in relation to liveness. The book is symptomatic of a twentieth-century 

technological drive to make knowable the distant, and to make seemingly present what would 

otherwise be absent. Shannon and Weaver¶V theory reveals a set of expectations and problems 

surrounding mediated communication and as such finds itself to be relevant to many 

interrogations in the humanities surrounding the hermeneutic significance of material traces and 

their relationship to liveness.  

Indeed, Shannon and Weaver identified three problems of communication: accuracy (the 

technical problem), precision (the semantic problem), and effectivity.54 These are perhaps best 

 
54 Claude Elwood Shannon and Warren Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication 
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 Lotfi Gouigah 44 

summed up in diagram Shannon uses to describe noise, or the constitutive feature of all material 

mediation. While Shannon and Weaver¶V pUeoccXpaWionV ZeUe Vpecific Wo a peUiod of Whe 

twentieth century during which means of communications such as radio and the telephone 

rapidly evolved, they reflect concerns surrounding the role and ontology of media more broadly. 

Shannon¶V finding WhaW noiVe ZaV paUW and paUcel of a mediXm findV an echo in cUiWiqXeV of 

maWeUial mediaWion daWing back Wo anWiqXiW\. Indeed, Shannon¶V pUoblemV of commXnicaWion 

repeat in a different from those expressed in classical philosophy, for example most famously by 

Plato.  

 In Phaedrus, Socrates ponders the merits of living speech over writing. He recounts the 

invention of writing by the Eg\pWian god ThoW and Whe inYenWion¶V mi[ed UecepWion b\ Thamus, 

Whe king of Eg\pW. Speaking of ZUiWing, ThoW Wold Whe king: ³HeUe iV an accompliVhmenW, m\ loUd 

the king, which will improve both the wisdom and memory of the Egyptian. I have discovered a 

VXUe UeceipW foU memoU\ and ZiVdom.´55 To which the king replied:  

You, who are the father of writing, have out of fondness for your offspring 

attributed to it quite the opposite of its real function. Those who acquire it will 

cease to exercise their memory and become forgetful; they will rely on 

writing to bring things to their remembrance by external signs instead of their 

own internal resources.56 [My italics]   

Writing is here seen as a Pharmakon, something which is at once a poison and a cure; it 

supplements memory by supplanting it. Most importantly, while it promises to bring the origin of 

 
55 Plato, Phaedrus and Letters VII-VIII (New York: Penguin, 1973), 92. 
56 Ibid. 
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the writing to life, it can never account for the full presence of the writer, as Socrates explained, 

using the analogy of painting:  

You know, Phaedrus, writing shares features with painting. The offspring of 

painting stands there as if they were alive, but if anyone asks them anything, 

Whe\ Uemain moVW Volemnl\ VilenW. The Vame iV WUXe of ZUiWWen ZoUdV. YoX¶d 

think they were speaking as if they had some understanding, but if you 

question anything that has been said because you want to learn more, it 

conWinXeV Wo Vignif\ WhaW YeU\ Vame Whing foUeYeU.´57  

This insight tells us that the original context of the mediated content is incommensurably large 

and inherently contextual and can never be fully and comprehensively rendered by media. The 

medium is inherently opaque; it is forgetful. This limitation is the condition of possibility of 

maWeUial mediaWion. SocUaWeV¶V idea aboXW mediaWion iV VimilaU Wo Shannon & Weaver¶V 

theorisation of the constitutive nature of noise (or interference) in media, when he notes:  

How does noise affect information? Information is, we must steadily 

UemembeU, a meaVXUe of one¶V fUeedom of choice in VelecWing a meVVage. The 

greater the freedom of choice, and hence the greater the information, the 

greater is the uncertainty that the message actually selected is some particular 

one. Thus greater freedom of choice, greater uncertainty, greater information 

go hand in hand. If noise is introduced, then the received message contains 

certain distortions, certain errors, certain extraneous material, that would 

 
57 PlaWo¶V SocUaWeV in John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of 
Communication (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 47. 
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certainly lead one to say that the received message exhibits, because of the 

effect of the noise, an increased uncertainty.58  

As I later detail, this argument by Shannon, whose object of study was the concrete and tangible 

infrastructures of communication newly made widespread in his time, bears, in some respects, an 

XnmiVWakable homolog\ ZiWh aVpecWV of J.L. AXVWin¶V Vpeech acW WheoU\ in Whe 1962 book How To 

Do Things With Words, and to the influential XpWake and cUiWiqXe of AXVWin¶V WheoU\ b\ JacqXeV 

Derrida, which I noted in the previous chapter, were both highly influential in performance 

studies. The UeVXlW of boWh AXVWin¶V noWion of peUfoUmaWiYiW\ and iWV XpWake in Whe humanities 

became influential partly because they illuminated mechanisms of meaning making and the 

performance of subjectivity that enhanced analyses of representation by looking into instances in 

which meaning is the result of acts rather than pre-existing nature or original meaning. More 

importantly performativity informed the breakthrough in the understanding of gender most 

potently articulated in the work of Judith Butler who has defined gender as something other than 

an immutable biologically determinate fact arguing that ³GendeU UealiW\ iV peUfoUmaWiYe Zhich 

meanV, qXiWe Vimpl\, WhaW iW iV Ueal onl\ Wo Whe e[WenW WhaW iW iV peUfoUmed.´59  

 AXVWin¶V WheoU\ of Whe peUfoUmaWiYe focXVed on inVWanceV of Vpoken langXage Zhich 

performed acts simply by being spoken, foU e[ample: ³I do,´ in Whe conWe[W of a maUUiage 

ceremony.60 AXVWin nameV VWaWemenWV VXch aV WheVe ³peUfoUmaWiYeV´ and pUoYiVionall\ 

diVWingXiVheV Whem fUom ³conVWaWiYeV utterance,´ which are statements that simply state a fact. He 

pUopoVeV WhaW foU a peUfoUmaWiYe Wo be VXcceVVfXl oU ³happ\´ iW mXVW occXU ZiWhin accepWed 

 
58 Shannon and Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication, 18. 
59 Judith Butler, Gender TroubOHࣟ: FHPLQLVP aQG WKH SXEYHUVLRQ RI IGHQWLW\ (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 278±79. 
60 Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 8. 
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convention by qualified individuals and executed correctly. Moreover, the speaker must and 

must act accordingly.61 FUom WheVe UXleV, AXVWin dUaZV a comple[ Wa[onom\ of ³infeliciWieV´ oU 

ways in which a performative can fail.62 He acknowledges ambiguities in his distinction between 

constatives and performatives, between true and false value and between happy and unfelicitous. 

If Whe peUfoUmaWiYe ³I apologi]e´ iV happ\, he aUgXeV, iW iV When alVo WUXe.63 In other words, Austin 

shows us that by doing something with words we also make something true, shattering the 

distinction between performative and constative, even as he seeks to differentiate them.  

AXVWin¶V qXeVW foU an absolute criterion for the proper performative, such as the use of 

active first-person present tense sentences, brings him to distinguish three different acts 

accomplished by speech: the locutionary act, which is to utter meaning, the illocutionary act, 

which has a conventional force of warning or undertaking, and the perlocutionary act, which 

produces repercussions, for example, utterances meant to convince or dissuade.64 These 

distinctions add precision to the ways in which most constatives also perform something and 

bring Austin to conclude that the theory distinguishing performatives from constatives can only 

be particular and not general, performatives only being successful with a particular context 

governed by convention.65  

 I want to further build on Derrida¶V 1977 aUWicle ³SignaWXUe EYenW ConWe[W´ (which I 

introduced in the previous chapter). In it, Derrida pUopoVeV WhaW AXVWin¶V aWWempW Wo ciUcXmVcUibe 

a proper context for the felicitous performative is flawed. He starts from this discussion of the 

 
61 Ibid., 9. 
62 Ibid., 14. 
63 Ibid., 45±46. 
64 Ibid., 94±99. 
65 Ibid., 14, 27. 
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context of the speech act to argue that every utterance, whether spoken or written, is always 

already uprooted from its context and susceptible of being performed again in infinite other 

conWe[WV. ThiV qXaliW\ of langXage iV ZhaW he WeUmV ³iWeUabiliW\.´ DeUUida begins by stating that 

semantic, conceptual, symbolic, and linguistic communication is not akin to physical 

communication in the form of transport, or motion by physical causality. He uses this semantic 

diVcXVVion of Whe ZoUd ³commXnicaWion´ Wo XnWeWheU acWV of VignificaWion (Vpoken oU ZUiWWen) 

from solidarity to their originating context and signified. Utterances are always already 

untethered from their context.  

Derrida also strives to demonstrate that contexts are impossible to determine fully and 

that semantic communication creates context-contingent effects. Thus, as I previously noted, 

Derrida argues that both writing and speech exhibit the characteristic of always already breaking 

with their context and are able to be repeated in various contexts. This is what he terms 

³iWeUabiliW\.´ He aUgXeV WhaW iWeUabiliW\ UendeUV mooW AXVWin¶V aVVeUWion WhaW peUfoUmative 

utterances require a proper and determinable context to be fortuitous. Derrida proposes that  

the structural possibility of being weaned from the referent or from the 

signified (hence from communication and from its context) seems to me to 

make every mark, including those which are oral, a grapheme in general; which 

is to say, as we have seen, the nonpresent remainder [restance] of a differential 

maUk cXW off fUom iWV pXWaWiYe ³pUodXcWion´ oU oUigin. And I Vhall eYen e[Wend 

WhiV laZ Wo all ³e[peUience´ in geneUal if iW iV conceded WhaW WheUe iV no 

experience consisting of pure presence but only chains of differential marks.66  

 
66 Derrida, Limited Inc, 1988, 10. 
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 If as Derrida contends, the graphematic features of writing can extend to all experience 

and there is no possibility of pure presence but only ³chainV of diffeUenWial maUk,´ then these 

marks exist not only in speech and writing but inscribe themselves across a variety of other 

material and embodied means. Meanwhile Shannon and WeaYeU¶V WheoU\, by investigating the 

ways in which channels of communication are invariably subject to noise and distortion standing 

in the way of an idealised transparent and accurate medium, documents an historical drive to 

understand and perfect newfound communication technics aimed at replicating the effects of 

presence. Indeed, aW Whe heaUW of Shannon¶V WheoU\ iV Whe qXeVWion of Whe WUanVpaUenc\ oU opaciW\ 

of mediation and the material determinants of those qualities in media. JXVW aV in AXVWin¶V work, 

there is an attempt to define obstacles to an ideal or successful communicative action: for 

Shannon through telephony and for Austin through the case of infelicitous performatives. How 

accurately can the live event be transmitted, re-produced, conveyed to a distant correspondent? 

This preoccupation with efficacy in the face of all media¶V fXndamenWal VhoUWcomingV aV 

forgetful tertiary repositories of content is precisely what worried Socrates, according to John 

Durham Peters, who notes: 

 Socrates provides a checklist of enduring anxieties that arise in response to 

transformations in the means of communication. Writing parodies live presence, it 

is inhumane, lacks interiority, destroys authentic dialogue, is impersonal, and 

cannot acknowledge the individuality of its interlocutors; and it is promiscuous in 

distribution. Such things have been said of printing, photography, phonography, 

cinema, radio, television, and computers.67  

 
67 Peters, Speaking into the Air, 46. 
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Durham Peter has shown that these platonic anxieties have historically accompanied the 

emergence of every new communication medium. Many of these media have also become 

common place artistic media, photography, cinema, video, and computing for example. While I 

do not want to delve into the history of new media in art and their progressive critical acceptance 

as art forms, I want to briefly survey some of the critical reactions to the multiplication of new 

media in the late twentieth century. One such reaction to the emergence of digital media is 

exemplified in Nicolas Bourriaud¶V Relational Aesthetics, which advocates a rejection of 

mediated sociability and the practice of in-person social interactions:  

These days, communications are plunging human contacts into monitored areas 

WhaW diYide Whe Vocial bond Xp inWo (qXiWe) diffeUenW pUodXcWV. [«] We feel meagUe 

and helpless when faced with the electronic media, theme parks, user-friendly 

places, and the spread of compatible forms of sociability, like the laboratory rat 

doomed to an inexorable itinerary in its cage, littered with chunks of cheese.68  

In her 2004 critique of Bourriaud, Claire Bishop in ³AnWagoniVm and RelaWional AeVWheWicV´ 

proposes that:  

It is important to emphasize, however, that Bourriaud does not regard relational 

aesthetics to be simply a theory of interactive art. He considers it to be a means of 

locating contemporary practice within the culture at large: relational art is seen as 

a direct response to the shift from a goods to a service-based economy. It is also 

seen as a response to the virtual relationships of the Internet and globalization, 
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which on the one hand have prompted a desire for more physical and face-to-face 

interaction between people.69   

There appears to be at the root of Bourriaud¶V relational incline more than an aesthetic preference 

for the phenomenality of in person interaction; as well, there is a genuine belief in presence and 

its transformative potential. Indeed, for Bourriaud, any art practice involving the art gallery as a 

gathering space is conducive to social dialogue arguing that:  

art has always been relational in varying degrees, i.e. a factor of sociability and 

a founding principle of dialogue [my italics], Art (practices stemming from 

painting and sculpture which come across in the form of an exhibition) turn out 

to be particularly suitable when it comes to expressing this hands-on 

civilisation, because it tightens the space of relations, unlike TV and literature 

which refer each individual to his or her space of private consumption.70  

This favouring of in person dialogue and communal experience of aesthetic experience is, I 

argue, in line with a historical longing for more primordial and seemingly unmediated contact 

that Durham Peters has, in Western thought, chronicled and traced to Plato (and that art 

discourse continually replicates):  

Facing the new medium of writing, Plato was haunted by multiplication, a term 

that ought to be taken in its double sense of simple copying and sexual 

reproduction. Whereas oral speech almost invariably occurs as a singular event 

shared uniquely by the parties privy to the discussion, writing allows all 

manner of strange couplings: the distant influence the near, the dead speak to 

 
69 Claire Bishop, "Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics," October, 110 (2004): 54. 
70 Bourriaud, Relational aesthetics, 15±16. 
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the living, and the many read what was intended for the few. Socrates' 

interpretation of the cultural and human significance of the new medium of 

writing is governed by worries about erotic perversion; writing disembodies 

thought, thus forging ghostly sorts of amatory and intellectual linkage. His 

sense that new media affect not only the channels of information exchange but 

the very embodiment of the human foreshadows similar anxieties in the 

nineteenth century, when the concept of "communication" first took its current 

shape.71 

E[Wending PeWeUV¶ aUgXmenW fXUWheU backZaUd, BoXUUiaXd¶V Vpecific an[ieWieV WoZaUdV digital 

technologies and his manifesto for repairing the social bond through what we could see as a 

collective intimacy of people brought together in a gallery echoes the platonic distaste for the 

promiscuity, anonymity, and dislocations produced by material mediation, the latter seen as a 

poor and lacking simulacrum of togetherness and communion.  

 These longings for interpersonal and seemingly immediate (unmediated) contact where 

Whe ³pUeVence´ of Whe VpeakeU/ZUiWeU/makeU iV gXaUanWeed aUe hiVWoUicall\ VeW againVW Whe 

background of the emergence of a variety technical means, from radio to television, video and 

sound recording, internet enabled telepresence, and recently virtual reality, which have, since the 

eaUl\ WZenWieWh cenWXU\, incUeaVingl\ faciliWaWed ZhaW BeUnaUd SWiegleU callV ³Whe VpaWialiVaWion of 

WempoUal e[peUience,´ aV Zell aV Whe illXVioniVWic VenVoU\ UeplicaWion of co-presence. As noted by 

SWiegleU, ³pharmakon is tertiary retention and any tertiary retention whatever it may be is always 

a VpaWialiVaWion of WempoUal e[peUience.´72 This insight by Stiegler in some ways parallels 
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previous philosophical observations. At least since Henri Bergson observed the human tendency 

to conceptualize time as space through its subdivision into discrete units, there has been a 

multiplication of technical means exacerbating the spatialization of what the philosopher called 

duration, which he defines as 

the form which the succession of our conscious states assumes when our ego 

lets itself live, when it refrains from separating its present state from its former 

states. For this purpose, it need not be entirely absorbed in the passing 

sensation or idea; for then, on the contrary it would no longer endure. Nor need 

it forget its former states: it is enough that, in recalling these states, it does not 

set them alongside its actual state as one point alongside another, but forms 

both the past and the present states into an organic whole, as happens when we 

recall the notes of a tune, melting, so to speak, into one another73   

In one of the most compelling historicizations of the linking of time and space in technological 

deYelopmenW, MaU\ Ann Doane aUgXeV WhaW ³Whe UaWionalization of time characterizing 

industrialization and the expansion of capitalism was accompanied by a structuring of 

contingency and temporality through emerging technologies of representation²a structuring that 

attempted to ensure their residence outside structure, to make tolerable an incessant 

UaWionali]aWion.´74 This account of the impact the imperatives of capitalism have had on the 

acceleUaWion of UaWionali]aWion of WempoUaliW\ oZeV mXch Wo BeUgVon¶V conWenWion WhaW hXmanV 

have a tendency to spatialize psychic states which occur in discrete units as various magnitudes 

 
73 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness 
(London: G. Allen & Co., 1950), 100. 
74 Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the Archive 
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rather than apprehending them as fluctuations of intensity in an infinitely heterogeneous and 

qXaliWaWiYe dXUaWion becaXVe Whe mind delighWV Whinking in WeUmV of ³clean cXW diVWincWionV, Zhich 

aUe eaVil\ e[pUeVVed in ZoUdV´75  Moreover, according to Bergson, Art, unlike nature, impresses 

or suggests feelings on us rather than expresses them.76 The plastic arts suggest by the means of a 

Whe ³ph\Vical conWagion´ of a comple[ and incommenVXUable feeling Zhich, Xnlike meUe 

sensations communicates more than the sensation itself.77  

Feelings meant to be communicated run rife with innumerable other feelings and 

sensations and therefore, cannot be transmitted unmediated and in their fullness to the spectator. 

Moreover, this transmission is an embodied experience, a contagion, in which the viewer is 

attentive to bodily expressions, which he/she is likely to imitate, and by doing so breaks the 

barriers of time and space which separates her/him/them from accessing the intelligible emotions 

that the artist suggests.78 In this Bergsonian model, the body is the medium, and just like in 

Shannon¶V model, iW can neYeU fXll\ accoXnW foU Whe incommenVXUable conWe[W iW iV appUehending. 

With this in mind it is no surprise that in the late twentieth century some have attempted to 

sidestep this conundrum and posit that meaning is to be found literally in the social interaction 

between subjects. This is what Nicolas Bourriaud argues in Relational Aesthetics, a work that 

arguably emerged as a reaction to ubiquitous technological mediation. In pUopoVing a ³UelaWional 

aeVWheWicV´ Bourriaud sought to licence a pharmakon (as both remedy and poison) to the ills of 

the social dislocation and technological alienation allegedly brought about by emerging means of 

communication. Bourriaud however seems more concerned about the social effects of this 
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pharmakon of live art than in the modalities of meaning making it may involve, which I argue 

can be interrogated through the concept of performativity.  I want to assert that the appeal of 

performativity as a concept cannot be historically understood outside prevalent platonic 

inclinations, including what Derrida termed the metaphysics of presence, which tend toward the 

idea of technologies of communications as undermining the social significance of in-person 

sociability as an indispensable setting for interpersonal exchange and social dialogue. By failing 

to trade in the optics of representation and debates surrounding its accuracy vis-à-vis its 

referents, performativity appears to short-circuit the conundrum of forgetful representation that 

Plato lamented with regards to writing; this led Roland Barthes to view photography as a 

³meVVage ZiWhoXW a code,´ Shannon and Weaver to investigate the noise hindering the 

communication of signals, and Bourriaud to decry mediation by electronic media.79 

Performativity does not short-circuit not because it allows for full presence as idealised by Plato 

and Bourriaud. Rather, it short-circuits because it is not beholden to UepUeVenWaWion¶V task and 

aim of rendering a referent to which it indebted with great fidelity as a little noise as physically 

possible in a given medium. The difference between performativity and representation is the 

difference between things that happen and things that depict, things that do and things that 

mirror. In the following section, by comparing a work by Hershman Leeson to that of Dara 

Birnbaum, a contemporaneous feminist artist, I illXVWUaWe Whe Za\V in Zhich HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

use of a variety of media may be said to complicate this difference between the 

representationalist and performative modus operandi. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V body of work as a 

whole, I argue, confounds boundaries between liveness and mediation, performativity and 

representation.  

 
79 Roland Barthes and Stephen Heath, Image, music, text (London: Fontana/Collins, 1977), 17. 
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Lorna, Wonder Woman 

While trying to elucidate the ways in which Hershman Leeson creates and conveys 

meaning in her work, I want to focus on feminism, a motivating politics central to her practice 

and that I have already explored earlier when comparing her work to Judy Chicago¶V. HeUe I 

want to focus on HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 1983-84 interactive installation Lorna, a work that stands 

aW Whe inWeUVecWion of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V pioneeUing XVe of WechnologieV and heU articulation of a 

feminist narrative. I compare it to Birnbaum use of video in her 1978-79 

Technology/Transformation Wonder Woman.  

Whereas Lorna was the first interactive artwork made aV a Yideo laVeU diVc, BiUnbaXm¶V 

Wonder Woman video is a well-known critique of the representation of women in television and 

film. Birnbaum uses video to critique both the social role of television and its ideologically 

determined content. Her critique is rendered through subversion of the powerful effects of 

televisual grammar and the conventions of representation achieved through sampling, editing, 

repetition, and re-contextualisation. As T.J. Demos noted, since the 1970s, Birnbaum approached 

television with the same critical scrutiny that  Wo cinema: ³BiUnbaXm¶V fUXVWUaWion ZiWh prominent 

film criticism journal Screen¶V inaWWenWion Wo WeleYiVion²and ZiWh NaXman¶V, Acconci¶V and 

JonaV¶V diVcoXnWing of WeleYiVion¶V conWenW²coupled with her growing awareness of 

semiological analysis of cinematic language led her to make a series of works between 1977 and 

1986 that s\VWemaWicall\ inYeVWigaWed WeleYiVion¶V conYenWionV.´80  

 
80 T. J Demos, Dara Birnbaum: Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (London; 
Cambridge, Mass.: Afterall, 2010), 12. 
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In Technology/Transformation Wonder Woman, Birnbaum samples and edits key 

moments of a Wonder Woman television episode using rhythmic repetition to pull apart and 

critique stereotypical constructions of femininiW\. AW Whe Vame Wime, DemoV aUgXeV, BiUnbaXm¶V 

deconstruction of televisual content can be said to bear an allegiance to a Greenbergian belief in 

mediXm VpecificiW\: ³BiUnbaXm ZoXld conWinXe a ceUWain GUeenbeUgian modeUniVW Wendenc\, 

which entailed self-reflexively employing video to bring forth its essential and singular qualities 

as a medium²eYen, WhaW iV, if WhaW inYolYed challenging Yideo¶V claim Wo being a mediXm, and 

instead considering it as a heterogenous assemblage of practices, instituWionV and conYenWionV.´81 

FoU cUiWic CUaig OZenV, BiUnbaXm¶V Yideo paUWicipaWed in ³Whe long-overdue process of 

deconVWUXcWing femininiW\,´ accoUding Wo Zhich figXUeV VXch aV WondeU Woman ZeUe VhoZn Wo 

coUUeVpond Wo ³Whe FUeXdian WUope of Whe naUciVViVWic Zoman, oU Whe Lacanian µWheme¶ of 

femininiW\ aV conWained VpecWacle, Zhich e[iVWV onl\ aV a UepUeVenWaWion of maVcXline deViUe.´82 In 

using video in the modernist self-reflexive way described by Demos, Birnbaum¶V critique is 

ultimately centered on the politics of representation and asks: who get to represent women, how, 

and in service of which political project? BiUnbaXm¶V Wonder Woman essentially seizes the 

means of representation, making the viewer aware of video and televisual grammar and their 

power.    

A few years after Birnbaum produced this now iconic piece, Hershman Leeson produced 

Lorna, an interactive video work that required active participation from the viewer. Rather than 

astutely deconstruct and critique UepUeVenWaWional pUacWiceV, aV BiUnbaXm¶V piece doeV, Lorna is 

the result of another approach, one that invites the viewer to perform the relationship between the 

 
81 Ibid., 15. 
82 Craig Owens in ibid., 3. 
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medium, its depicted human subject, and the artist. A first of its kind, this installation was 

produced with the help of computer programmer Ann Marie Garti. The protagonist of this work 

is a woman named Lorna; she is agoraphobic, and prone to being indecisive. The viewer 

approaches her through a television monitor which is installed in a room resembling LoUna¶V oZn 

apartment as depicted in the television. By using the remote and interacting with the video, the 

viewer can see that eYeU\ objecW in LoUna¶V apaUWmenW iV nXmbeUed and eYeU\ Wime Whe XVeU 

selects one of these objects using a remote control, neZ infoUmaWion aboXW LoUna¶V pV\che iV 

revealed. Lorna is a subject entirely beholden to the power of the medium she inhabits to 

determine her actions. BoWh LoUna¶V acWionV and Whe XVeU¶V e[peUience of Whem iV deWeUmined b\ 

the user within the finite set of possibilities determined by the limits of the medium deployed. 

There is also a voyeuristic element since by using the remote control the viewer is able to view 

YaUioXV peUVpecWiYeV on LoUna¶V paVW and fXWXUe life.83 Although interacting with Lorna can 

produce multiple life trajectories determined by choices made by the viewer, the narrative 

culminates in three possible endings: Lorna either moves to Los Angeles, shouts at the television, 

or commits suicide.  

 The comparison of Lorna and BiUnbaXm¶V Wonder Woman reveals a fundamental 

difference in the use of media by the two artists. While Hershman LeeVon¶V ZoUk XVes media in a 

way that demands that it is performed by the spectator (who thus cannot remain uninvolved), 

Wonder Woman is a video-based critique of the politically pacifying effects of representation for 

a passive audience. Wonder Woman iV WhXV ZhaW BiUnbaXm called ³WeleYiVion on WeleYiVion.´84 

By contrast, Lorna can only be understood through user-generated actions, actions which 

 
83 Lynn Hershman "PUiYaWe I: An InYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline" Hershman-Leeson and Held, The Art 
and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson Secret Agents, Private I, 77. 
84 Dara Birnbaum in Demos, Dara Birnbaum, 15. 
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produce different effects on the viewer. The interplay of the diegetic actions of Lorna (the 

fictional character) and the inclinations of the viewer together intra-act to perform meaning.  

This comparison elucidates the difference between media as content/representation and 

media as the instrument of a performative practice, between approaching media through 

representationalism and approaching it through performativity. When Dara Birnbaum made 

Technology/Transformation Wonder Woman, the medium of television was at the zenith of its 

poZeU oYeU cXlWXUe and Whe Wime of YieZeUV. WheUeaV BiUnbaXm¶V ZoUk ma\ be Vaid Wo Vample 

moments of television content in a way as to make us aware of the medium itself, and to allow a 

critical examination of it, it also aeVWheWici]eV Whe facWXUe of WeleYiVion¶V UendiWion of liYeneVV. IW iV 

consistent with contemporaneous criticism of unidirectional mass media and their impact on its 

viewers. As Birnbaum herself noted:  

When I started with Technology/ Transformation: Wonder Woman in ¶78, 

the average American family was watching television some seven hours and 

twenty minutes a day, according to the Nielsen Ratings. Imagery was 

constantly coming at us, but it was hard to take hold of it. Early works were, 

as people referred to them, appropriations and deconstructions²attempts to 

gUab aW UelaWiYel\ inacceVVible imageU\ Wo µWalk back Wo Whe media.¶85 

  

As I noted earlier, in Lorna, Leeson engages with television in a different way, a way 

in which everyone²maker, person within the image, viewer/user² iV implicaWed. LoUna¶V 

diegeWic UelaWionVhip Wo Whe WeleYiVion iV UeplicaWed b\ Whe YieZeU¶V UelaWionVhip Wo Whe WeleYiVion in 

 
85 Lauren Cornell, "IN THE STUDIO: DARA BIRNBAUM," Art in America 104, no. 5 (2016): 
142. 
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the installation. Lorna, the character and her television resemble a mise-en-abyme in the 

installation, the only difference being that Lorna is subject to the will of viewer. She is placed in 

circuit both with the medium containing her and the body of the viewer.  

 The constraints put upon Lorna and staged in this work echo societal expectations placed 

upon women of that period. In 1851, Daniel Wise codified patriarchal social expectations of 

women in a treatise titled ³Home iV a Woman¶V WoUld, aV Zell aV heU EmpiUe. Man liYeV moUe in 

society. The busy marts of trade, the bustling exchange, the activities of artisan life, are his 

VpheUeV.´86 More than a century later, in the 1990s, the social norms crystallised by Wise still 

lingered. For example, a study concluded more than a decade after the making of Lorna found 

that 70% of white college-educated men strongly believed ³WhaW moWheUV VhoXld be in Whe home 

and not have a choice regarding infant care.´87 Lorna is confined in a domestic realm, 

traditionally the space women were expected to devote themselves to while men went out into 

the world of salaried work.  

 

Roberta Breitmore: A Work of Life 

Much like the impact these patriarchal forces haYe had on geneUaWionV of Zomen, LoUna¶V 

destiny is controlled by outside forces constitutive to her relationship to the outside world. She 

lacks agency and is the subject of a voyeuristic gaze. Rather than depict this predicament simply 

in a fictional narrative, it is conveyed through the actions of viewers who become the active 

agents of the piece. The constraints placed upon the character of Lorna echo those represented by 

 
86 Daniel Wise in Lesley Lazin Novack and David R Novack, "Being Female in the Eighties and 
Nineties: Conflicts between New Opportunities and Traditional Expectations among White, 
Middle Class, Heterosexual College Women," SH[ RROHV SH[ RROHVࣟ: A JRXUQaO RI RHVHaUFK 35, 
no. 1±2 (1996): 57. 
87 Ibid., 67. 
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Martha Wilson in the contemporaneous work, the 1974 Portfolio of Models, a series of 

photographs of the artist dressed and performing six social archetypes of Western womanhood: 

the goddess, the housewife, the working girl, the earth-mother, and the lesbian. Each photograph 

is accompanied by a text describing the lifestyle and social position of the type depicted. As a 

prologue to the series of photographs, Wilson provides a rational for the work and her artistic 

pUacWice: ³TheVe aUe Whe modelV VocieW\ holdV oXW Wo me: GoddeVV, HoXVeZife, WoUking GiUl, 

Professional, Earth-Mother, Lesbian. At one time or another, I have tried them all on for size, 

and none haV fiW. All WhaW¶V lefW Wo do iV be an aUWiVW and poinW Whe fingeU aW m\ oZn pUedicamenW. 

The aUWiVW opeUaWed oXW of Whe YacXXm lefW Zhen all oWheU YalXeV aUe UejecWed.´88 WilVon¶V 

approach of performing archetypes of contemporary womanhood through photographic media 

and text differs significantly from what Hershman was doing at the same time in projects such as 

Roberta Breitmore. Whereas Wilson systematically documents the various stereotypes she 

depicts, the latter only exists for the duration of the photo shoot and were meant not as 

documents of liveness but props for a final photographic project. In contrast, photography is 

incidental to HeUVhman¶V pUojecW which consisted of the artist taking on the identity of her 

invented persona.  

If we are to follow Philip Auslander typology of performance documentation I cited in 

the previous chapter, WilVon¶V phoWogUaph ZoXld fall XndeU hiV caWegoU\ of WheaWUical 

documentation.89 Meanwhile, Roberta Breitmore²the years-long performance by Hershman 

Leeson I discussed in Chapter One²rather than simply being a staged representation of 

 
88 Martha Wilson and Independent Curators International., MaUWKa WLOVRQ SRXUFHERRNࣟ: 40 YHaUV 
of Reconsidering Performance, Feminism, Alternative Spaces (New York: Independent Curators 
International, 2011), 40. 
89 Auslander, "The Performativity of Performance Documentation," 1±10. 



 Lotfi Gouigah 62 

femininity or womanhood consisted in the artist living as a young, single woman in 1970s San 

Francisco. Again, folloZing AXVlandeU¶V model, WilVon¶V Portfolio of Models would belong, in 

contrast, to the theatrical type of documentation, where the document is not simply a by-product 

of the work but the ZoUk iWVelf. HeUVhman¶V life aV RobeUWa BUeiWmoUe UeVXlWed in Whe pUodXcWion 

of a wide variety of documents inclXding a dUiYeU¶V licenVe and chequebook and photographs of 

her attending dates or simply waiting for the bus. Among WheVe docXmenWV of HeUVhman¶s life as 

Roberta Breitmore is a neZVpapeUV¶ claVVifiedV ad Roberta put out in 1975 reading: ³WOMAN, 

CaXc. VeekV bUighW companion Wo VhaUe UenW & inWeUeVWV«´ The encoXnWeUV ZiWh Whe men Zho 

Ueplied Wo BUeiWmoUe¶V ad ZeUe docXmenWed, XnbeknoZn Wo Whem, both by an audio recording of 

their meetings and by photographs of the two meeting in public spaces. The correspondence 

between Breitmore and these men was also kept. Moreover, BUeiWmoUe¶V coUUeVpondence ZiWh a 

psychiatrist and the report from his evaluation UecoUd HeUVhman¶V e[iVWence aV RobeUWa 

Breitmore. Rather than the tongue-in-cheek typology of femininity of WilVon¶V Portfolio of 

Models, Roberta Breitmore as a work of life itself and exists today through a variety of 

documents produced with different media, from different vantage points. Whereas the Portfolio 

of Models uses photography²a medium prized for its accuracy²to create iconic types, whose 

rigidity as social categories are echoed in phoWogUaph\¶V appaUenW fUee]ing of Wime into discrete 

material units, the documents resulting from Roberta Breitmore tell a different story. The 

Portfolio of Models is the result of a vertically integrated production chain beginning with a list 

of models, a staged scene, a directorial choice of composition, the capturing of a photograph and 

the printing and viewing of a single definitive photograph for each archetype represented. In its 

format, the portfolio seems to be borrowing the format of the encyclopedic entry of medieval 

bestiary of mythical creatures. It parodies the rampant social labelling of women and the 
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VWeUeoW\peV aVVociaWed ZiWh Whem. FoU e[ample, Whe enWU\ foU Whe GoddeVV UeadV: ³HeU pUeVence iV 

felt by both men and women, and every member of society past the age of five is aware of her. 

She is the fashion-model archetype, and implicit image of reference. She always looks perfect. 

She alVo VmellV ZondeUfXl aW all WimeV. She haV µVe[-appeal.¶ HoZeYeU, Vhe iV aVe[Xal. We look 

bXW don¶W imagine. WheWheU Vhe iV inWelligenW iV iUUeleYanW.´  

WilVon¶V poUWfolio foUeWellV Whe emeUgence in Whe 1980V of e[pliciWl\ feminiVW, image and 

text-based interventions, such as the GXeUUilla GiUlV¶ various campaigns. For example, in their 

1989 advert style poster they stated: ³Do Zomen haYe Wo geW naked Wo geW inWo Whe MeW. MXVeXm? 

Less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art Sections are women, but 85% of the nudes are 

female.´ This exposed the fact the art favoured by museums and the art market still catered to the 

male gaze, and provided very little space for female artists to participate in the art world and 

control their own narrative. This poster aimed to make visible facts about the invisibility of 

women artists in art institutions and the art market. As a campaign, the work of the Guerrilla 

Girls is pUeoccXpied ZiWh Shannon¶V WhiUd pUoblem of commXnicaWion, iWV effecWiYiW\: ³HoZ 

effecWiYel\ doeV Whe UeceiYed meaning affecW condXcW in Whe deViUed Za\?´90 The articulation of 

feminiVm in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk VWands in conWUaVW Wo boWh WilVon¶V pla\fXl Wa[onom\ and 

the Guerilla Girls¶ e[pliciW demandV foU UepUeVenWaWion and diVcoXUVe mobiliVing a variety of facts 

about inequities in the art world. In Roberta Breitmore, Hershman carefully crafted a persona 

and lived her life. The documents resulting are eminently random despite careful planning. 

Attention to composition or aesthetic effects are not relevant. This is the case of photographs 

Waken of RobeUWa¶V daWeV b\ a pUiYate eye she hired. The variety of media used to document 

RobeUWa¶V life and Whe nXmeUoXV aUWifacWV Uemaining²RobeUWa¶V Zig and jackeW aUe pUeVeUYed aW 

 
90 Shannon and Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication, 11. 
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the Whitworth Gallery of Art²produces a palimpsest in which Roberta might be said to exist 

and endure. The comprehensive distribution of Roberta documents across this vast field of media 

matches the all-encompassing aspects of crafting the life of Roberta. Among these documents are 

the purported blood and urine samples or Roberta. They are kept in a temperature-controlled part 

of Whe WhiWZoUWh GalleU\ of AUW¶V archive at the University of Manchester alongside RobeUWa¶V 

glasses, an audio cassette of RobeUWa¶V Yoice, WZo badgeV Zhich Uead ³ROBERTA LIVES (inVide 

me),´ TheVe foXU objecWV kepW WogeWheU poinW Wo Whe e\eV, Whe bod\, Whe Yoice and Whe ³VoXl´ of 

Roberta. The exact nature of the samples is unclear. Archives staff confirmed to me the blood 

and urine samples which at first appear to be genuine are simulated. Nothing of these traces of 

Roberta contains even a trace of Roberta Breitmore. They are, Wo boUUoZ DeUUida¶V langXage, 

weaned from an original context that we know to be unascertainable. As they perform this 

unknowability, they cannot help but produce the effect of feeling as though they could allow for 

coming into contact with something absent, transcending both absence and time. In this dramatic 

fashion, they perform and highlight the properties of all forms of writing and the hopes 

associated with them.  

 
 
Conclusion  

 HeUVhman¶V XVe of media and liYe peUfoUmance stand out from the work of her 

contemporaries through its performative rather than simply representationalist approach. 

HeUVhman¶V XVe of mXlWi-media in Self Portrait as Another Person reveals longings that 

representation alone cannot deliver. I have situated this approach historically in relation to other 

prominent American feminist artists and pervasive twentieth-century expectations about the role 

of media as politically transformative technologies connecting individuals. I have also showed 
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how, by going beyond art historical and modernist conceptualisations of media, and by 

considering the long history and theories surrounding the effects and ontology of material 

mediaWion, HeUVhman¶V peUfoUmance Roberta Breitmore and performative uses of 

communication technology differ from the strategies touted in BoXUUiaXd¶V account of relational 

aesthetics and the negative view of mediation that Bourriaud expressed therein.  

Roberta Breitmore, aV a ZoUk of life of Zhich a palimpVeVW of ³docXmenWV´ remains, with 

different relations to the context of they purport to conserve, from audio recordings to simulated 

bodily fluids, short-circuits both the paradigms of representation as documentation and breaks 

with the paradigm of visibility politics espoused by her contemporaries such as Martha Wilson. 

While Roberta Breitmore and Self Portrait as an Another Person rely on performativity and the 

impossibility for material traces or media to compel full presence, they nonetheless foreground 

the body of the artist through the manifestations of the affective qualities of the voice. As I 

discuss in the following chapter, Whe inflecWion of ³RobeUWa´¶V Yoice in aXdio UecoUdingV of heU 

encounters with men participate in the portrayal of her subjectivity.   
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  Chapter Three 
 

How to Do Things with Life: The Life-like and Performativity as the Mimesis of Grace as 
Agency 

 
 
 
³WiWh an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected the instruments of life around me, 
that I might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was already one in 
the morning; the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle was nearly burnt out, 
when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I saw the dull yellow eye of the creature 
open; iW bUeaWhed haUd, and a conYXlViYe moWion agiWaWed iWV limbV.´91  
 
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, 1823. 

 

 

This chapter investigates the aesthetic appeal of the life-like and its political dimensions 

WhUoXgh an anal\ViV of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V engagemenW ZiWh liYe peUfoUmance, aUWificial 

intelligence and genetic manipulations throughout her career. The works discussed coincide with 

a historical period marked by the development of new communication technologies, such as the 

internet, as well as video (analogue then digital), and the pre-eminence of television and its 

content. All these media are united by their perceived ability to re-create the effects of the life-

like, to resemble the live, and to portray the likeness of living bodies with ever greater image 

resolution, e.g., with each generation of television sets. By life-like, I mean attempts in any 

medium to convey the feeling that an object resembles or behaves as living being would. This is 

different from mere attempts to render likeness in a portrait where the inertness of the medium is 

taken for granted and is expected to be mirroring a clearly identified referent or sitter. The life-

like is a different kind of illusionistic approach that performs the phenomenality of living bodies 

 
91 Mary Shelley in Graham Allen, SKHOOH\¶V FUaQNHQVWHLQ (London, United Kingdom: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2008), 59. 
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either by resembling them oU appeaUing Wo behaYe oU ³Whink´ like Whem. HeUVhman LeeVon 

employs this strategy in several works. These works are not static; they unfold in time, which is 

how they effectively capture the life-like. I fUame m\ diVcXVVion of Whe HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

performative use of various media in an analysis of contemporaneous debates in aesthetics. In 

the previous chapter, I discussed the ways in which the pioneering use of recording and 

communication technologies relates to the historical development of technical tools meant to 

replicate the fullness of the live interpersonal experience. In this chapter, I focus on how 

impressions of the life-like are performed in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk and their relationship to 

contemporaneous aesthetic debates. I draw on the philosophy of information, aesthetics, and the 

notion of performativity to demonstrate how the use of material media can be said to be 

participating in a historically specific development of aesthetic strategies. I trace the 

manifestations of the life-like in HeUVhman¶V ZoUk and Whe Wechnical meanV XVed Wo achieYe iW in 

Deep Contact (1989), Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real Woman (2008), The 

Difference Engine (1995-1998), Agent Ruby (2002), and The Dante Hotel (1973). Meanwhile, I 

draw on the work of Bergson, Derrida, Kant, Michael Fried, and Luciano Floridi to explore the 

relationships among mimesis, performativity, and technology to better understand how 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V XVe of Wechnolog\ can be YieZed aV peUfoUmaWiYe. I When focXV on an aVpecW 

of Whe aUWiVW¶V Roberta Breitmore project²the recording of a telephone conversation made by 

Roberta²to show how the human voice and recording technologies come together not only to 

communicate symbolic, or semantic content, but also to perform meaning. As with many works 

Uel\ing on media inYenWed in Whe WZenWieWh cenWXU\ (Yideo, YideogameV), HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

make no explicit aesthetic claims and are not usually viewed as soliciting a Kantian aesthetic 

judgement centered upon the idea of the beautiful. It is by putting into contact aesthetics with the 
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philosophy of information²whose object of study are many technologies used by Hershman 

Leeson (artificial intelligence, cybernetics, genetics)²WhaW I hiVWoUicall\ ViWXaWe Whe aUWiVW¶V 

approach relative to contemporaneous technological developments and the work of her peers.  

This framework is key to demonstrating the performative modus operandi of her work 

and to making a more rigorous argument about the ways in which technology may be said to be 

peUfoUmaWiYe in man\ of Whe aUWiVW¶V pieceV. The diVWincWion made b\ WheoUiVW KaUen BaUad 

between performativity and representationalism, discussed in Chapter One, allows me to present 

the two as different strategies of performing the life-like. Barad proposed that ³peUfoUmaWiYiW\ iV 

most properly understood as a contestation of the unexamined habits of mind that grant language 

and other forms of representation more power in determining our ontologies than they 

deserve.´92 It is based on that distinction thaW I inYeVWigaWe HeUVhman¶V Ueliance on peUfoUmaWiYiW\ 

in her use of bodies, new media, aV Zell aV Whe WenVion beWZeen boWh appUoacheV in HeUVhman¶V 

films.  

Reclining on a chaise longue draped with a white sheet, a sex doll in the image of a 

female human, wearing nothing but silver high heels shoes, a choker necklace, and a flower in 

her hair, looks out toward a projector placed in front of her. The image projected on her silicone 

body is that of the representation of Victorine Meurent as Olympia depicted in oil paint in 1863 

by Edouard Manet in Olympia. The historical context in which Olympia/Meurent emerged, 

although different from that of the sex doll, is nevertheless similarly steeped in the 

commodificaWion of Zomen¶V bodieV. The image of Whe nineWeenWh-century Parisian female 

prostitute is superimposed onto the pale silicon skin of the California-made sex doll. This is 

L\nn HeUVhman¶V 2008 Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real Woman, a 

 
92 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 133. 
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mXlWimedia inVWallaWion conViVWing of a 35mm Vlide of ManeW¶V painWing, a Vlide pUojecWoU, a 

RealDoll silicone doll and various fabrics.  

 

Hershman Leeson’s Olympia, Teknolust, Agent Ruby and Dante Hotel 

ManeW¶V Olympia visualises two ways the female body is objectified and the power 

structures that enable objectification: first, it is a female nude made for the consumption of the 

male viewer, and second, it refers to the high number of women who found employment as sex 

workers in nineteenth-century Paris. Of course, these two forms commodification of the female 

body and its image persist today. The sex doll XVed in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Olympia is the latest 

iteration of the commodification of the female body and its image. The aim of the doll, according 

to its maker is not only to provide clients with a realistic representation of a sexualized, 

conventionally attractive, female body, but also to fashion a doll²lacking both personhood and 

agency²that behaves sexually in a way that mirrors, as accurately as possible, the experience of 

sexual activity with a real, live woman. Speaking to George Gurley of Vanity Fair about sex 

dollV, MaWW McMXllan, Whe foXndeU of Whe RealDoll compan\ e[plained ³Well, Whe idea, Whe goal, 

Whe fanWaV\ WheUe, iV Wo bUing heU Wo life, XlWimaWel\.´93 

 Deplo\ed in HeUVhman¶V ZoUk, Whe Vilicone doll (one of man\, Zidel\ diVWUibXWed, VXch 

dolls) only resembles the living through its three-dimensional presence and the space it occupies. 

It does not appear more alive than a sculpture of the human figure. Indeed, it is not capable of 

autonomous motion, and while stationary it appears more rigid than a living body would at rest. 

Unlike a classical bronze sculpture, however, it can be bent and moved easily and its silicone 

 
93 Matt McMullan in George Gurley, "Is This the Dawn of the Sexbots? (NSFW)," Vanity Fair, 
accessed 9 December 2019, https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2015/04/sexbots-realdoll-sex-
toys.  
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material, while attempting to replicate the texture of skin, also bares resemblance to skin 

complexion, in this case, that of a white woman. The doll is not unique. It is one of many 

identical iterations sold around the world for the purpose of sex, marching towards the ultimate 

horizon of life-like female body evoked by their creator. No longer simply an allusion to a 

Ve[Xall\ aYailable female bod\, Whe Ve[ doll¶V UendiWion of Whe life-like would be physically 

implicated in sex acts between a live person and an inanimate human-resembling object (what 

could be more life-like than sex?).  

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V inVWallaWion, UaWheU Whan depicWing a peUVon, iV aXgmenWing a painWing 

to which it pays homage b\ UendeUing Whe laWWeU¶V ficWional chaUacWeU foU Zhich ManeW¶V faYoXUiWe 

muse Victorine Meurent posed.94 Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real Woman 

chaVeV iWV XlWimaWe UefeUenW acUoVV mXlWiple la\eUV of media. NeYeUWheleVV, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

Olympia in this three-dimensional form appears rigid, as if holding a pose, as if forever caught in 

the act of embodying ManeW¶V Olympia in the form of a silicone effigy of a French art icon. Lynn 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk aV a Zhole WakeV place in WhiV liminal Vpace beWZeen UepUeVenWing and 

performing, as I expand upon below. A few years before she pursued the subject of Olympia, the 

replication of life and the life-like ZaV a leiWmoWiY in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. FoU e[ample, Whe 

ability to seize the means of life-making iV feaWXUed in Whe aUWiVW¶V 2002 Vcience ficWion film 

Teknolust. In ZhaW haV been deVcUibed aV a ³digiWal-age FUankenVWein Wale,´95 the film features the 

British actress Tilda Swinton, who plays a geneticist named Rosetta Stone who has cloned 

herself. Her three clones live in isolation and are named after the three colours used to render 

 
94 Eunice. Lipton, AOLaV OO\PSLa: A WRPaQ¶V SHaUFK IRU MaQHW¶V NRWRULRXV MRGHO & HHU OZQ 
Desire (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 3.  
95 Robin Held, "Forward: Hershmanlandia," in The Art and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson: 
Secret Agents, Private I, ed. Meredith Tromble (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 
xv. 



 Lotfi Gouigah 71 

images on a computer screen: Ruby (red), Marine (blue), and Olive (green). Of the three clones, 

Ruby is the one who interacts most with the outside world. She also manifests herself on the 

InWeUneW in Whe foUm of AgenW RXb\ on Whe ³E-DUeam poUWal´ Va\ing phUaVeV VXch aV: ³I can Weach 

you to dream, click m\ iconV, emoWe fUom \oXU UemoWe. EYolYe ZiWh me, leW¶V e-dUeam WogeWheU.´ 

Since the clones lack a Y chromosome, Ruby seduces men whose semen she extracts, the fluid 

appaUenWl\ being YiWal Wo Whe VXUYiYal of Whe cloneV. RXb\¶V inWeUacWionV ZiWh WhoVe men leaves 

Whem impoWenW, ZiWh a baUcode VcaU on WheiU foUehead Zhile WheiU peUVonal compXWeUV¶ haUd dUiYeV 

fail.96  

This plot conflates computers (machines) with bodies; human bodies are scarred by their 

intercourse with machine generated bodies (Ruby, Marine, and Olive) who awkwardly attempt to 

shed their machine-like behavior and adopt the traits of their organically generated human peers. 

The production and reproduction of life itself across various biological and technological spheres 

is the crux of Teknolust. As noted by critic Robin Held:  

Teknolust deals provocatively with contemporary issues of fragmented 

identity in cyberspace, cloning, the future of artificial life, our shifting 

notion of the real and the virtual, and the changing relationship between and 

machines. But ultimately it tells an individual story of love and 

reproduction: Ruby falls in love with Sandy, an incompetent print-shop 

emplo\ee. She iV a cop\; he makeV cop\, hoZeYeU inepWl\. B\ Whe moYie¶V 

end, Rudy and Sandy are happily anticipating the birth of their first child.97 

 

 
96 Ibid., xiv.  
97 Ibid., xv. 
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Beyond its depiction of assertive and empowered female characters, Teknolust, with its 

promethean undertones and its foregrounding of computing, is woven into a feminist genealogy 

that includes Mary Shelley and Ada Byron. Hershman Leeson directed Conceiving Ada (1999) to 

explore the latter innovator of computer logic. In this film, technology built by women allows 

one ground-breaking female scientist²the main protagonist Emmy²to communicate through 

time with another, Ada Byron, Countess of Lovelace, who collaborated with Charles Babbage on 

the first computer and is said to have written the first computer program.98  

AV noWed b\ MaUVha KindeU, Whe coXnWeVV ma\ be WhoXghW of aV Whe ³fiUVW fXVion in hiVWoU\ 

between feminism and compXWeU pUogUamming.´99 In Conceiving Ada, armed with a sample of 

Whe CoXnWeVV¶ DNA, Emm\ ZoUkV Wo compel heU back Wo life, Wo liYe inVide Whe compXWeU. In WhiV 

film, as in Teknolust or the Olympia installation, a feminist performativity is at work that, as in 

Shelle\¶V Frankenstein, asserts agency over bodies, through the manipulation of biology. 

Teknolust and Conceiving Ada are part of a body of work concerned with the life-like and 

UendeUed in a Zide YaUieW\ of media. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V innoYaWionV in making XVe of 

unconventional media for art making began in the 1970s. For example, with Lorna (1983-84) the 

artist produced the first interactive videodisc (an ancestor of the DVD), discussed in Chapter 

One, and Deep Contact (1989) features a touch screen²decades before the widespread use of 

touch screens on smart phones and computers²through which the audience interacted with the 

work.  

 

 
98 Sharon Lin Tay, "Conceiving Ada, Conceiving Feminist Possibilities in the New Mediascape," 
Women: A Cultural Review 18, no. 2 (1 August 2007): 1. 
99 Marsha Kinder, "A Cinema of Intelligent Agents: Conceiving Ada and Teknolust," in The Art 
and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson: Secret Agents, Private I, ed. Meredith Tromble (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 173. 
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In Deep Contact, drawing on the potential of reproductive technologies, viewers are 

inYiWed Wo enWeU a foUm of WacWile inWimac\ ZiWh Whe ZoUk¶V YiUWXal pUoWagoniVW named MaUion.100 

From 1995 to 1998 Hershman Leeson worked on The Difference Engine #3, an installation of 

neWZoUked UoboWV. The ZoUk¶V WiWle echoeV Whe ZoUk of nineWeenWh-century mathematician Charles 

Babbage¶V difference engine, Whe blXepUinWV foU Whe ZoUld¶V fiUVW compXWeU.101 The blueprint took 

the form of a model engine, displayed in 1833 after ten years of work and treated as a curiosity, 

as noted by Martin Campbell-Kelly and William Asprey: 

Babbage displayed this model in the drawing room of his London home, 

where he liked to use it as a conversation piece for his fashionable 

soirees. The great majority of visitors were incapable of understanding 

what the machine could do; but one exception was Ada Byron, daughter 

of the poet. A young gentlewoman aged about eighteen, Ada had 

developed an interest in mathematics when such a calling was very 

unusual in a woman.102  

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Difference Engine #3 (1995-1998), commissioned by the Zentrum fur Kunst 

und Medientechnologie Museum in Karlsruhe, Germany, is built upon a Virtual Reality 

Modeling Language (VRML) UendeUing of Whe mXVeXm: ³RaWheU Whan fXncWioning Vimpl\ aV a 

representation of Whe ph\Vical mXVeXm, hoZeYeU, iW iV a Vpace animaWed b\ iWV YiViWoUV´ (iWalicV 

 
100 Ibid. 
101 Steve Dietz, "Animating the Network," in The Art and Films of Lynn Hershman Leeson: 
Secret Agents, Private I, ed. Meredith Tromble (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 
193. 
102 Martin Campbell-Kelly, CRPSXWHUࣟ: A HLVWRU\ RI WKH IQIRUPaWLRQ MaFKLQH (Boulder, 
ColoUadoௗ: WeVWYieZ PUeVV, a membeU of Whe PeUVeXV BookV GUoXp, 2014). Note is not consistent 
with mention of Asprey in text 
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added).103 While ZebcamV made Whe YiViWoUV¶ imageV and moWionV aYailable on Whe inWeUneW, 

where users were able to journey virtually through the museum, The Difference Engine #3, stood 

as a gateway bringing together the actions of viewers/bodies dispersed in space. On-site cameras 

would identify assign each visitor an avatar based on their visual characteristics and track the 

YiViWoU¶V/aYaWaU¶V WUajecWoU\ WhUoXgh Whe ph\Vical Vpace of Whe e[hibiWion; meanZhile online XVeUV 

could create an avatar to explore the virtual space of the exhibition and make its trajectory match 

that of avatars/viewers present in the physical gallery space.104   

This kind of intertwining of virtual and physical presence presaged the ways in which 

individuals following this work in the coming decades would come into contact with one another 

through the internet. The work is consistent with the possibilities of disembodied communication 

as a trope that accompanied the development of the internet and expanded with the innovations 

of email and social media. While working at the European Centre for Nuclear Research (CERN) 

Tim Berners-Lee, began publicising it in the early 1990s with CERN making the codes for the 

World Wide Web royalty free, in the San Francisco Bay Area, computer industry professionals 

used modems to participate in the Whole Earth µLetronic Link (WELL) Bulletin Board System, 

imagined as an utopic virtual community that facilitated professional networking.105 Among 

these users was journalist Howard Rheingold who also imagined a utopic potential for the WELL 

that would strengthen democracy and improve dialogue between individuals. These ideals, 

Michael Stevenson notes, have been invoked more than a decade later by social media giant 

 
103 Dietz, "Animating the Network," 193. 
104 Lynn Hershman, "Difference Engine #3," Leonardo 32, no. 4 (1999): 269±70. 
105 Michael Stevenson, "From Hypertext to Hype and Back Again: Exploring the Roots of Social 
Media in Early Web Culture," in SAGE Handbook of Social Media (London: Sage Publications 
Ltd, 2017), 5, https://sk.sagepub.com/reference/the-sage-handbook-of-social-
media?utm_source=ss360&utm_medium=discovery-provider. 
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Facebook during its emergence.106 Writing in 2000 about the experience of interacting with 

others on WELL, Rheingold insisted: ³people in YiUWXal commXniWieV do jXVW aboXW eYeU\Whing 

people do in real life, but we leave our bodies behind [my italics].´107 HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

Difference Engine #3, while emerging from the same context of cybernetic technological 

development, does not leave the body behind, to the contrary. This interactive computer-based 

installation unfolding by taking its cues from the visual characteristics and motions of bodies, 

and proposes an alternative utopia, weaving bodies to electronic hardware and promising a 

³digiWal abVoUpWion and VpiUiWXal WUanVfoUmaWion of Whe bod\.´108 Both Rheingold and Hershman 

LeeVon¶V YiVion of the transformative potential of then emerging communication technologies 

belong to a late-twentieth-century historical phenomenon that sought to expand the horizon of 

possibilities for these technologies. Indeed, in Speaking Into the Air: A History of the Idea of 

Communication, John Durham Peters argues that every development in communication 

technologies has been met by both suspicion and utopic longing for the expansion of the concept 

of communication itself:  

A concept arising from settings in which the human presence was shielded or 

mediaWed, ³commXnicaWion´ haV inYiWed noYel adYenWXUeV of conWacW ZiWh 

particularly enigmatic others²animals, extraterrestrials, machines, texts, 

God²in VhoUW, an\ ³being´ WhaW giYeV VignV of, oU VimXlaWe inWelligence. As the 

presence of the human body became increasingly irrelevant for 

³commXnicaWion,´ neZ and alien candidaWeV Wo commXnicaWe ZiWh haYe offeUed 

 
106 Ibid., 6. 
107 Howard Rheingold in ibid., 5. 
108 "Digital Art Archive," n.d., 
https://www.digitalartarchive.at/database/general/work/difference-engine-3.html. 
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themselves to our fellowship, since the Second World War. Communication is 

perhaps the ultimate border concept, traversing the bounds of species, 

machines, even divinity.109  

This idea of expanding the means of communication between individuals and between 

individuals and the non-human (e.g., computers), which Durham Peters evokes, resonates in 

Hershman Leeson¶V pUeoccXpaWion ZiWh life and iWV manifeVWaWionV, fUom Whe illXVion of Whe 

evocation of the life-like female body in Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real 

Woman to the life of the artist as Roberta Breitmore discussed in Chapter Two, and the genetic 

manipulation in the storyline of Teknolust. It is not only that many works such as the Difference 

Engine #3 and Lorna are interactive or necessitate actions from their viewers, but also it is that 

they perform the transgressive introduction of the life-like into new material and media realms in 

mXch Whe Vame Za\ RXb\¶V chaUacWeU engages in genetics and cloning and the protagonist of 

Shelle\¶V Frankenstein ruptures the finitude of life by reimaging what a live body may be like. 

They also contribute to putting to rest any notion of discreteness of subjectivities, through 

performances in which every agency is always already enmeshed in determining circumstances, 

a topic that I explore more fully in Chapter FoXU in UelaWion Wo HeUVhman LeeVon¶V First Person 

Plural film and KaUen BaUad¶V noWion of agential realism. Durham Peters historization of the 

commXnicaWion aV ³Whe XlWimaWe boUdeU concepW, WUaYeUVing Whe boXndV of VpecieV, machineV´110  

finds an illustration in an interactive work by Hershman Leeson, in which viewers communicate 

with life-like computer agents. This is the case in Agent Ruby (2002-) in which the artist 

exploited the potential of the internet to work with simulated liveness through artificial 

 
109 Peters, Speaking into the Air, 228. 
110 Ibid. 
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intelligence. The work suggested and illustrated a new frontier of potential communication. It is 

in line with the post-World War II drive to expand the reach of communication to a variety of 

spheres which Durham Peters documented.111 At the same time, it is pioneering in its use of 

technology, employing artificial intelligence years before it became pervasive in our everyday 

life. Agent Ruby is the online manifestation of Ruby, the character from Teknolust. The website 

on which she still resides to this day is a bridge between the diegetic world of the fictional 

character and the realm inhabited by its viewer.112 More importantly, developed with software 

engineers, Hershman Leeson asserts that Agent Ruby iV an eaUl\ e[ample of ³Velf-breeding 

aXWonomoXV aUWificial inWelligence Web agenW Vhaped b\ encoXnWeUV ZiWh XVeUV.´113 This 

deVcUipWion encapVXlaWeV boWh Whe pUomeWhean leiWmoWif of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V pUacWice and Whe 

relational or performative enfolding of many of her pieces.  

In designing Ruby, Hershman Leeson notes that she intended the avatar to learn from the 

accumulation of data resulting from interactions with users while being aware of current events 

simultaneous to those interactions, hence replicating a defining feature of human intelligence, 

namely the ability to learn from others and from situations.114 Accessing the interface today, it is 

apparent that Agent Ruby encapsulates the era in which she was conceived; for example, when 

asked who the president of the United StaWeV iV, in 2019, Vhe UeplieV: ³GeoUge W. BXVh iV Whe 

pUeVidenW, I Whink.´ 

 

 
111 Ibid. 
112 Agent Ruby can be accessed at the San Francisco Museum of Art website at this URL: 
http://agentruby.sfmoma.org/  
113 Lynn Hershman Leeson, "PUiYaWe I: An InYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline," in The Art and Films of 
Lynn Hershman Leeson: Secret Agents, Private I, ed. Meredith Tromble (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005), 92. 
114 Ibid., 94. 
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Agent Ruby can be viewed as a digital creature of Frankenstein115, a pioneering work that 

is symptomatic of a late-twentieth-century belief that increased machine intelligence would one 

day mean machine consciousness. As noted by neuroscientist Christof Koch in The Feeling of 

Life Itself: Why Consciousness Cannot Be Computed: ³The baVic WeneW of Woda\¶V dominanW faiWh, 

its zeitgeist, is that digital, programmable computers can, in the fullness of time, simulate 

anything, including human-leYel inWelligence and conVcioXVneVV.´116 Koch argues in contrast that, 

while intelligence and consciousness are often equated as one and the same, they are two 

different things. Consciousness is about experience and being and intelligence are about 

doing.117 In this way, as much as Ruby can simulate the effects of a conversation and display a 

level of intelligence, the avatar itself is not conscious and exists as an image of life rather than 

life itself. While Agent Ruby can at first glance be seen as an agent itself and hence capable of 

performing meaning, it remains a representation, a simulation of agency in computational mode. 

ThiV iV in keeping ZiWh HeUVhman LeeVon¶V inWeUWZining of peUfoUmaWiYiW\ and 

representationalism in evoking liveness throughout her work. In Agent Ruby, an image of 

liveness is performed through the persona of Ruby and importantly, the thoughts of the living 

subjects interacting with the piece are turned into the discrete semantic units, first of words and 

then of computer code. Information gathered or surrendered by these subjects powers the 

performance of the life-like that is Agent Ruby; aV I noWed eaUlieU Whe piece¶V artificial intelligence 

algorithm, learns from its interactions with users. Through this structure enabling performative 

actions, every interaction influences future ones. 

 
115 FUom MaU\ Shelle\¶V famoXV 1818 noYel Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. 
116 Christof Koch, TKH FHHOLQJ RI LLIH IWVHOI: WK\ CRQVFLRXVQHVV IV WLGHVSUHaG EXW CaQ¶W BH 
Computed (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2019), xiii. 
117 Ibid., 141.  
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 Computer technologies are not the only means through which Hershman Leeson has 

played with the life-like. Dante Hotel (1974), for example, was a nine-month-long installation 

that took place in a run-down San Francisco hotel, and was a collaboration between Hershman 

Leeson and feminist filmmaker Eleanor Coppola. For this piece, the artist rented a hotel room 

and fitted it with all the clues that would lead a visitor to believe it was inhabited. Two dummy 

wax figures ³VlepW´ in Whe bed, locked in an embrace; speakers under the bed played recordings 

of breathing; items such as cosmetics, eyeglasses were scattered about. The room was open 24/7 

to visitors. The illusion of life ended when a man mistook a wax figure for a dead body and 

alerted the authorities.118 The illusion of living, breathing bodies briefly turned into the illusion 

of lifeless bodies, before finally being revealed as no bodies at all.  

The 24-hour public access to this work and the intimate mise-en-scène of seemingly 

living bodies involved the viewer in a trespassing scenario, witnessing an intimate space usually 

pUoWecWed b\ ³do noW diVWXUb´ dooU handle VignV. Unlike the voyeuristic spectatorship elicited by 

the viewing of two-dimensional images recorded in the past, those who stepped into the Dante 

Hotel were liable to being found out by the subjects they thought they were observing, and the 

events happening in the room were coextensive with the viewerV¶ pUeVenW e[peUience. While the 

YieZeUV¶ WUeVpaVVing might elicit a feeling of power over the subjects observed, it also made them 

vulnerable to the possibility that the bodies presumed to be sleeping might return the gaze and 

trigger and awkward or confrontational chain of events. As a whole, the installation creates the 

illusion of human subjects themselves subjected to the threat of constant scrutiny by anonymous 

 
118 Hershman Leeson, "PUiYaWe I: An InYeVWigaWoU¶V Timeline," 20. 



 Lotfi Gouigah 80 

third parties while also creating the fiction of a two-directional gaze and the possibility that the 

observed might become the observer.  

 To understand better how works such as the Dante Hotel and the Difference Engine, 

Agent Ruby and Teknolust make use of the life-like, I ZanW Wo conWe[WXaliVe HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

approach historically against the backdrop of Western aesthetic debates surrounding both 

performativity and twentieth-century modernist criticism, more specifically, the work of Michael 

Fried and its relationship to Kantian aesthetics.  

AV DeUUida noWeV in hiV ZUiWing aboXW ImmanXel KanW¶V 1790 Critique of Judgement, 

according to Kantian aesthetics, true art must be the product of purposeless work whose gesture 

and action must qualitatively mirror the workings of nature itself. It must be the result of work 

which, like nature itself, is free of purpose, of constraints, of motive, absolutely sovereign since 

extrinsic to any form of economy.119 Derrida adds that  

pure and free productivity must resemble that of nature. And it does so 

precisely because, free and pure, it does not depend on natural laws. The less it 

depends on nature, the more it resembles nature. Mimesis here is not the 

representation of one thing by another, the relation of resemblance or of 

identification between two beings, the reproduction of a product of nature by a 

product of art. It is not the relation of two products but of two productions. And 

of two freedoms. The artist does not imitate things in nature, or, if you will, in 

natura naturata, but the acts of natura naturans, the operations of the 

physis.120  

 
119 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (Mineola, New York: Dover, 2005), § 1-4. 
120 Jacques Derrida, "Economimesis," Diacritics 11, no. 2 (1981): 9. 
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Derrida further argues that the parallel set up between the actions of these two freedoms leads 

Kant to posit that a proper judgment of taste is also transcendent, universal, yet free. Hence 

subjects performing an aesthetic judgment are able to discern that:  

Art is beautiful to the degree that it is productive like productive nature, that it 

reproduces the production and not the product of nature, to the degree that 

nature may once have been (was), before the critical disassociation and before 

a VWill Wo be deWeUmined foUgeWfXlneVV, beaXWifXl [«] The beaXWifXl brings 

productive nature back to itself, it qualifies a spectacle that artist-nature has 

given itself. God has given himself to be seen in a spectacle.121 

 
The enduring trope that Kantian aesthetics helped crystalize, that the gesture of art making 

miUUoUV Whe ZoUkingV of naWXUe, findV an echo in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V mXlWimedia UendiWionV and 

attempts at replicating the life-like, and life itself²from the Dante Hotel (1974) and its 

multimedia simulation of the sonic and visual illusion of three dimensional breathing bodies, to 

the life-like yet clearly fake sex doll of Olympia, to the genetic manipulations of the Infinity 

Engine (2018), discussed below, where the artist created an antibody if not in her own image, in 

her own name.  

  

Performativity and Grace 

 In the previous chapters I aUgXed WhaW HeUVhman LeeVon¶V appUoach ZaV in eVVence 

peUfoUmaWiYe. I conWUaVWed peUfoUmaWiYiW\ ZiWh UepUeVenWaWion and haYe diVcXVVed Whe laWWeU¶V 

relationship to material mediation b\ WXUning Wo Shannon and WeaYeU¶V Mathematical Theory of 

 
121 Ibid., 10. 
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Communication (MTC) as an example of the theorization of the opacity of material mediation 

and what Plato called pharmakon. I conWUaVWed maWeUial media¶V WUanVmiVVion of meaning ZiWh 

performative, immaterial approaches to meaning making. About MTC, information theorist 

Luciano Floridi notes that:  

MTC deals with messages comprising uninterpreted symbols encoded in well-

formed strings of signals. These are mere data that constitute, but are not yet, 

sematic information. So MTC is commonly described as a study of information 

at the syntactic level [«] MTC is not interested in the meaning, reference, 

relevance, reliability, usefulness, or interpretation of the information 

exchanged, but only in the level of detail and frequency in the uninterpreted 

daWa WhaW conVWiWXWe iW. ThXV, Whe diffeUence beWZeen infoUmaWion in Shannon¶V 

sense and sematic information is comparable to the difference between a 

Newtonian description of the physical laws describing the dynamics of a tennis 

game and the description of the same game as a Wimbledon final by a 

commentator.122  

MTC thus theorizes the pre-Vignif\ing machineV of maWeUial commXnicaWion. BXW FloUidi¶V WenniV 

match example sets up a comparison that is reminiscenW of KanW¶V diVWincWion beWZeen aUW and 

craft.123 The difference between the freedom of artistic creation and the pure disinterested 

aesthetic appreciation of its product, versus the purposeful, descriptive, salaried, mimetic, and 

symbolically laden crafts and tennis commentary.  

 
122 Luciano Floridi, The Philosophy of Information (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 45, 
48. 
123 For Kant, true art is the product of freedom and is unhindered in its process whereas 
handicraft or remunerative art has pay as it only purpose and is accomplished through the 
drudgery of salaried work. Kant, Critique of Judgment, 109 (§ 43). 
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The Newtonian description of a tennis match would describe apparently purposeless, 

meaningless motion obeying the laws of physics, while the commentary of the match would 

describe these motions to give them meaning and within a context (the rules of tennis) that is 

other than the purely physical. This difference is akin to the phenomenon Alva Noë termed 

³e[peUienWial blindneVV´ WhaW occXUV Zhen VXbjecWV boUn blind aUe giYen Whe abiliW\ Wo Vee foU Whe 

first time. Noë explains that:  

these patients suffer from experiential blindness, or so I propose. Their visual 

sensitivity is restored, to be sure. Each of them undergoes dramatic and robust 

visual impressions in the immediate aftermath of the surgery. But none of 

them, in having theses sensations, has acquired the ability to see, at least not in 

anything like the normal sense. The visual impressions they now receive 

remain confusing and uninformative to them, like utterances in a foreign 

language. They have sensations, but Whe VenVaWionV don¶W add Xp Wo e[peUienceV 

with representational content.124  

Experiential blindness, like the Newtonian description of a tennis match, differs from the 

common description of visual perception or the understanding of a tennis match by an informed 

spectator. As I later argue, this difference is structurally homologous to the difference between 

peUfoUmaWiYe acWV¶ fUeedom fUom Whe laboXU of UepUeVenWing oU accoXnWing foU a UefeUenW and Whe 

task of representation and its indexical shortcomings.  

While performativity is in theory free from the expectations placed upon representation to 

act as medium to a referent, so is true art for Kant free from the purposeful labour or 

 
124 Alva Noë, Action in Perception (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004), 5. 
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UepUeVenWing: ³In a pUodXcW of beaXWifXl aUW Ze mXVW become conVcioXV WhaW it is Art and not 

Nature; but yet the purposiveness in its form must seem to be as free from all constraint of 

aUbiWUaU\ UXleV aV if iW ZeUe a pUodXcW of meUe naWXUe.´125 ThiV peUcepWion of Whe beaXWifXl in aUW¶V 

mimesis of nature, I argue, may be seen as partially related to the feeling of grace in movement.  

On this topic, Henri Bergson proposed:  

LeW XV conVideU [«] Whe feeling of gUace. AW fiUVW iW iV onl\ Whe peUcepWion of a 

certain ease, a certain facility in the outward movements. And as those 

movements are easy which prepare the way for others, we are led to find a 

superior ease in the movements which can be foreseen, in the present attitudes in 

which future attitudes are pointed out and, as it were, prefigured. If jerky 

movements are wanting in grace, the reason is that each of them is self-sufficient 

and does not announce those which are to follow. If curves are more graceful than 

broken lines, the reason is that, while a curved line changes its direction at every 

moment, every new direction is indicated in the preceding one. Thus the 

perception of ease in motion passes over into the pleasure of mastering the flow of 

time and of holding the future in the present. A third element comes in when the 

graceful movements submit to a rhythm and are accompanied by music. For the 

rhythm and measure, by allowing us to foresee to a still greater extent the 

movements of the dancer, make us believe that we now control them. As we guess 

almost the exact attitude which the dancer is going to take, he seems to obey us 

 
125 Kant, Critique of Judgment, 111. 
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when he really takes it: the regularity of the rhythm establishes a kind of 

commXnicaWion beWZeen him and XV«126 

BeUgVon¶V gUace WhXV occXUV Zhen eYeU\ ³eYeU\ neZ diUecWion iV indicaWed in Whe pUeceding one´ 

and thus shares the same structural qualities as what Bergson called duration which he opposed to 

spatial time made of discrete units. In Time and Free Will, Henri Bergson makes a distinction 

between duration and the infinitely heterogeneous qualities of psychic states and conceptualization 

of time as composed of discrete quantifiable units. This is not unlike the distinction between 

anamnesic presence and the hypomnesic pharmakon, which I discussed in previous chapters. 127   

Bergson noted:  

We are compelled to borrow from space the images by which we describe what the 

reflective consciousness feels about time and even about succession [.«] WhaW Ze 

must say is that we have to do with two different kinds of reality, the one 

heterogeneous, that of sensible qualities, the other homogeneous, namely space. The 

latter, clearly conceived by the human intellect, enables us to use clean-cut 

distinctions, to count, to abstract, and perhaps also to speak 128 

 
For Bergson, duration and the experience of psychic states are inherently qualitative, consisting 

in a fluctuation of intensities rather than quantities. This qualitative experience features indistinct 

multiplicity and pure difference. This is different from segmented spatialized time (that of clocks 

for example), from schedules, and from all treatment of time as quantity that retroactively 

 
126 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 12.  
127 For Plato, writing offers a remedy (pharmakon) to forgetfulness but is also a poison 
(pharmakon) that makes forgetfulness more likely to occur. Moreover this pharmakon is itself 
forgetful in the sense that it cannot convey the fullness of the speech and context that it attempts 
to record. Plato, Phaedrus and Letters VII-VIII, 83. 
128 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 91±97.  
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contaminates the experience of duration as an experience of a distinct multiplicity of psychic 

states.129 BeUgVon¶V inWXiWion aboXW Whe abVolXWel\ qXaliWaWiYe, indiYisible continuum of grace and 

dXUaWion iV in WXUn echoed in FloUidi¶V aVVeUWion WhaW:  

our understanding of the universe is firmly based not only on digital, discrete, 

or grainy ideas²the natural numbers, the heads or tails of a coin, the days of 

the week, the goals scored by a football team, and so forth²but also on many 

analogue, continuous, or smooth ideas²the intensity of a pain or pleasure, the 

real numbers, continuous functions, differential equations, waves, force fields, 

the continuum of time.130  

BergVon¶V gUace, just like his concept of duration, does not accommodate discrete ruptures. In 

BeUgVon¶V fXndamenWall\ e[peUienWial inVighWV, dXUaWion iV noW diYiVible into seconds just as a 

graceful motion cannot be broken down in moments that at once naturally appear to flow from 

the preceding one while announcing the next.  

While BeUgVon¶V phenomenolog\ of Whe abVolXWel\ qXaliWaWiYe haV in appeaUance liWWle Wo do 

with Platonic anxieties about writing, both philosophers do share the belief in the impossibility 

of materially accounting for the absolutely qXaliWaWiYe Xnfolding of liYeneVV. BeUgVon¶V diVWaVWe 

for spatial time finds an echo in Plato¶V skepticism towards writing. This outlook is also found in 

the work of Edmund Husserl when he decries the arithmetisation of geometry where spatial 

idealities move from being apprehended by intuition to becoming accessible through the grid of a 

symbolic language. This process:   

 
129 Ibid., 90±97.  
130 Floridi, The Philosophy of Information, 25. 
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leadV almoVW aXWomaWicall\ Wo Whe empW\ing of iWV [geomeWU\¶V] meaning. 

The actually spatio-temporal idealities, as they are presented firsthand in 

geomeWUical Whinking XndeU Whe common UXbUic of ³pXUe inWXiWionV,´ aUe 

transformed, so to speak, into pure numerical configurations, into 

algebraic structures.131  

Just like Bergson, Husserl approached this problem at a time of rapid industrial transformation. 

This tension between liveness and its reproduction in a variety of media that rely on discrete 

units of information resonates with the manifestation of liveness across a great variety of media 

in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk I diVcXVV in WhiV chapWer.  

Hence, while the technologies used by Hershman Leeson have often been pioneering, the 

anxieties around the liveness and its manifestations which her works evoke are longstanding. 

Plato, Bergson, and Husserl all seem to lament the eclipsing of infinitely heterogonous 

qualitative realm of experience by the forces of rationalization, segmentation, and what Bergson 

termed spatialized time. All three philosophers imply that accounting for an infinitely qualitative 

experience through media and habits of mind that segment the experience of consciousness, 

produces an inevitable loss. What is lost in this passage from the qualitative to the quantifiable is 

the possibility of experiencing consciousness as always already in flux and by definition never 

arrestable inWo a Vingle diVcUeWe VegmenW oU ³UepUeVenWaWion.´ And WhiV loVV iV noW one WhaW can 

itself be quantified; rather it is a failure to account for the qualitative fullness of experience. In 

Chapter One, I explored another loss, that which Plato associates with writing and with material 

representation in general. In Phaedrus, PlaWo¶V SocUaWeV noWeV in dialogXe ZiWh PhaedUXV: ³Indeed 

 
131 Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An 
Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy; Translated, with an Introduction, by David Carr. 
(Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 41. 
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writing, Phaedrus, doubtless has this feature that is terribly clever, and truly resembles painting. 

For the offspring of that art stands there as living beings, but if you ask them about something, 

Whe\ alWogeWheU keep a Volemn Vilence.´132 For Plato, something is lost through writing that 

cannot be retrieved, just as, for Bergson, segmentation renders duration impossible to experience. 

BeUnaUd SWiegleU VXmV Xp PlaWo¶V and HXVVeUl¶V views by proposing that: 

Technicization is what produces loss of memory, as was already the case in 

PlaWo¶V Phaedrus. With the advent of calculation, which will come to 

determine the essence of modernity, the memory of originary eidetic intuition, 

upon which all apodictic processes and meanings are founded, is lost [«.] 

Numeration is a loss of originary meaning and sight, a loss of the eidetic 

intentionality that underlies scientificity as such.133  

Stiegler argues WhiV in lighW of DeUUida¶V cUiWiqXe of Whe meWaph\VicV of pUeVence aUWicXlaWed in Of 

Grammatology (1967) and Speech and Phenomena (1967). DeUUida pUopoVeV WhaW HXVVeUl¶V 

phenomenology, despite its claims to stray away from metaphysics, is in fact built on Western 

meWaph\VicV¶ aVVXmpWionV UegaUding pUeVence, langXage, and ZUiWing. The WUanVcendence of Whe 

voice as transparent medium for the eidetic is, for Derrida, the solidifying of ideal essence only 

in appearance. This appearance is created by the phenomenological experience of the voice 

which performs simultaneously the noema in intuition and the signified in the empirical world. 

The medium of the voice, Derrida adds, is self-effacing; in its absolute proximity to the body of 

 
132 Ibid. 
133 Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998), 6. 
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the speaking subject, its phenomenon performs the appearance of a transparency which make the 

phoneme the privileged vehicle for the plenitude of meaning.134  

DeUUida¶V Xnpacking of Whe phenomenolog\ of Whe Yoice VhoZV WhaW, foU HXVVeUl, aV foU 

Plato, live speech is the ultimate origin of meaning and the only mode of expression that renders 

authentic presence, one which no material medium can ever fully convey in its plenitude and 

essence. In the field of the phenomenology of aesthetic perception, Bergson grounds experience 

as fundamentally un-segmentable and as consisting of a fluid continuum of pure heterogeneity 

that cannot be captured by media that record experience by segmenting it into discrete units of 

information.  

BeUgVon¶V concepW of gUace WogeWheU ZiWh Whe pervasiveness of platonic inclinations in 

WeVWeUn Whinking docXmenWed in DeUUida¶V ZoUk boWh pUoYide a meanV Wo XndeUVWand Whe 

backdrop against which Hershman Leeson utilizes liveness (e.g., Roberta Breitmore), fake 

bodies (e.g., Olympia), representations of bodies (e.g., Self Portrait as Another Person), 

informatic simulations of personhood built upon bits of information (e.g., Agent Ruby), 

narrativized manipulation of human life (e.g., Teknolust) and biological manipulations (e.g., 

Infinity Engine, to be discussed below).   

 

Performativity, Grace, and Modernism 

AnoWheU paUW of Whe backdUop againVW Zhich HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk eYolYed ZaV Whe legac\ of 

modernism, specifically its critique and consecration in mainstream art criticism in the late 1960s by art 

critic Michael FUied. In FUied¶V famoXV eVVa\ ³AUW and ObjecWhood,´ Zhich appeaUed in Whe SXmmeU 

 
134 Jacques Derrida, La Voix et le phénomène, introduction au problème du signe dans la 
phénoménologie de Husserl. (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1967), 90±95. 
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1967 issue of Artforum, a ChUiVWian noWion of gUace, YeU\ diffeUenW fUom BeUgVon¶V embodied model, iV 

invoked as providing legitimacy to a particular kind of modernism.135 Fried was reacting to the 

Minimalist work of Tony Smith, Robert Morris, and Donald Judd, which Fried termed literalist, as well 

as to the writings on Minimalism by Morris and Judd. Fried’s argument was that the work of these 

artists produced a contamination of true art by the theatre. He concurred with fellow modernist critic 

Clement Greenberg that literalist work had a kind of stage presence in the theatrical sense.136 

Robert Morris and the other minimalists had already set the terms for this debate. In an 

article originally published in Artforum in 1966, Morris claimed that minimalist works are meant 

to provide a fundamentally context-bound experience unfolding in time, pUopoVing WhaW: ³Only 

one aspect of the work is immediate: the apprehension of the gestalt. The experience of the work 

necessarily exists in time [«] Some of the new work has expanded the terms of sculpture by a 

more emphatic focusing the very conditions under which certain kinds of objects are seen. [my 

italics]´137 In response to MoUUiV¶ YieZ, Fried argued the modernist works he views as true art are 

timeless and immediately apprehensible in their totality, a sentiment echoed in the quote from 

Theologian Jonathan Edwards with which Fried chose to open his essay: ³iW is certain with me 

that the world exists anew every moment; that the existence of things every moment ceases and 

is every moment renewed.´138 Comparing the work of modernist painters and sculptors to that of 

ZhaW he WeUmed Whe ³liWeUaliVW´ aUW of aUWiVWV VXch as Smith, Morris, and Judd, Fried explained that 

Whe laWWeU¶V ZoUkV UeqXiUed Wime and moWion, WhaW WheiU beholdeU needed Wo Zalk aUoXnd Whem and 

that consequently apprehending such work required the passage of time and movement through 

 
135 Fried, Art and Objecthood, 1998. 
136 Ibid., 148. 
137 Robert Morris in Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, Art in Theory, 1900-1990: An Anthology 
of Changing Ideas (Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1996), 832. 
138 Jonathan Edwards in Fried, Art and Objecthood, 1998, 822. 
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space. Modernist painting on the contrary required no bodily motion or indeed awareness of the 

UelaWionVhip of one¶V bod\ Wo Whe ZoUk encoXnWeUed:  

It is as though one's experience of the latter [modernist painting and sculpture] has 

no duration² not because one in fact experiences a picture by [Kenneth] Noland 

or [Jules] Olitski or a sculpture by David Smith or [Anthony] Caro in no time at 

all, but because at every moment the work itself is wholly manifest. [...] It is this 

continuous and entire presentness, amounting, as it were, to the perpetual creation 

of itself, that one experiences as a kind of instantaneousness: as though if only one 

were infinitely more acute, a single infinitely brief instant would be long enough 

to see everything, to experience the work in all its depth and fullness, to be forever 

convinced by it.139 

The invocation of grace links the work Fried holds as true art directly to a Kantian model 

and grace is not devoid of theological significance; art that engenders grace can only be that 

which attains the most proper mimesis of nature. As Derrida proposed in his reading of The 

Critique of Judgment:  

We have recognized the fold of mimesis at the origin of pure productivity, a 

sort of gift for itself [pour soi] of God who makes a present of himself to 

himself, even prior to the re-productive or imitative structure (that is foreign 

and inferior to the Fine-Arts): genius imitates nothing, it identifies itself 

with the productive freedom of God who identifies himself in himself, at the 

origin of the origin, with the production of production. (Economimesis 13)  

 

 
139 Fried, Art and Objecthood, 149.  
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Following this Derridean interpretation of Kant¶V Critique of Judgement, since the grace of god 

is absolutely free²indeed there is no greater theorized freedom than the absolute sovereignty of 

god²art that is graceful can then only be the product of freedom. As noted by theologian Adam 

S. Miller:  

grace is a divine activity that exceeds our control. Humans suffer a critical 

passivity [my italics] in relation to it [«] deVcUibed aV a ³ValYaWion eYenW,´ 

grace is what interrupts human history and enables salvation. This interruption 

frees its recipient from the slavery of sin and endows them with gifts [.«] 

FXUWheU, aV a manifeVWaWion of diYine faYoU, gUace comeV aV a ³fUee gifW´ WhaW 

cannot be squared with the predictable quid pro quo of economic circularity.140 

 Grace, as a providential free gift extrinsic to any economy or exchange, interrupting the 

quotidian and the political events of the world in which needs are unlimited and resources 

limited (in short, the world of us mortals), appears to be exactly the kind of transcendent, 

seemingly apolitical, ahistorical, atemporal yet present event Fried calls presentness. It interrupts 

the vicissitudes of the political economy of subjectivities, judgements, tastes, social 

circumstances determined by identification and heralds a proposed universality of grace. The 

relationship of theological grace to the subject (or object) of its divine action is identical to that 

of Zhich FUied VpeakV in UelaWion Wo pUeVenWneVV. The ³cUiWical paVViYiW\´ of Whe hXman VXbjecW, 

according Wo MilleU and BU\anW, iV FUied¶V manifeVWaWion of gUace WhUoXgh pUeVenWneVV. 141  

TheUefoUe, FUied¶V XniYeUVali]ing claimV VXUUoXnding Whe effecWV Whe phenomenon of 

presentness, conceive of the latter as outside the realm of logical and political argument, 

 
140 Adam S. Miller and Levi R. Bryant, Speculative Grace: Bruno Latour and Object-Oriented 
Theology (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 6±7. 
141 Ibid. 
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unbound by circumstances be they temporal, political, or personal. Similarly, for Kant, the 

beautiful is determined by the judgement of taste and it is not a logical judgement (it cannot be 

an object of debate), therefore it cannot be political:  

The judgement of taste is distinguished from a logical judgement in this, that 

the latter subsumes a representation under the concept of the Object, while the 

former does not subsume it under any concept; because otherwise the 

necessary universal agreement [in these judgements] would be capable of being 

enforced by proofs.142   

The Kantian judgement of taste identifies the transcendent, the exceptional, unbound by the 

political contingencies of subjectivity. Fried echoes this formulation in his framing of 

³pUeVenWneVV´: ³I ZanW Wo call aWWenWion Wo Whe XWWeU peUYaViYeneVV²the virtual universality²of 

the sensibility or mode of being that I have characterized as corrupted or perverted by theatre. 

We aUe all liWeUaliVWV moVW oU all of oXU liYeV. PUeVenWneVV iV gUace.´ 143  

FUied¶V aYeUVion to what he sees as the pernicious influence of theater in the work he 

determines to be non-art is symptomatic of his distaste for contingency and temporality:  

The literalist preoccupation with time²more precisely, with the duration of the 

experience²is, I suggest, paradigmatically theatrical[...]. This preoccupation 

marks a profound difference between literalist work and modernist painting 

and sculpture.144 

FUied¶V hoVWiliW\ Wo Whe idea WhaW a ZoUk of aUW can UeqXiUe Wime and moWion Wo be appUehended iV a 

rejection of the circumstantial in favour of the transcendent. In this way, Fried joins Plato in 

 
142 Kant, Critique of Judgment, 96. 
143 Fried, Art and Objecthood, 172. 
144 Ibid., 150.  
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positing the primacy of the live and supposed immediate manifestation of meaning through 

presentness as Plato had with live speech, but parts ways with the Greek philosopher in his 

celebration of ³pUeVenWneVV´ aV timeless and unbound to the circumstances that enable its 

emergence. Meanwhile, PlaWo¶V celebUaWion of liYe Vpeech UeVWed pUeciVel\ on Whe noWion WhaW 

meaning is found in the circumstances of live speech that cannot be accounted for by material 

mediation (writing).  FiWWingl\, in Vpeaking of ³pUeVenWneVV´ FUied makeV Whe XniYeUVali]ing claim 

that a true work of art is wholly manifest at once and to everyone regardless of circumstances 

(cultural or personal).  

When Fried describes the work of David Smith as wholly manifest and as existing in a 

continuous presentness, perpetually creating itself, he is describing a work that exists with the 

same autonomy as nature and thus exists in the same way nature exists as the result of the work 

of an artist who presumably creates the way nature creates.145 The ability to create art that, like 

nature²as produced by an assumed divine creator²transcends time, its spatial and political 

surroundings, and the contingencies of subjectivity, is the gift of true artists. A position which 

echoeV KanW¶V folloZing pUoposition:  

 §6 The Beautiful is that which apart from concepts is represented as the object 

of universal satisfaction 

This explanation of the beautiful can be derived from the preceding 

explanation of it as the object of an entirely disinterested satisfaction. For the 

fact of which everyone is conscious, that the satisfaction is for him quite 

disinterested, implies in the judgment a ground of satisfaction for everyone. 

[«] ConVeqXenWl\ he mXVW belieYe WhaW he haV UeaVon foU aWWUibXWing a VimilaU 

 
145 Ibid.  
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satisfaction Wo eYeU\one. [«] ConVeqXenWl\, Whe jXdgmenW of WaVWe, 

accompanied with the consciousness of separation from all interest, must claim 

validity for everyone, without this universality depending on Objects. That is, 

there must be bound up with it a title to subjective universality.146  

KanW¶V pUopoViWion aWWempWV Wo Ueconcile Whe idea WhaW aeVWheWic jXdgemenW iV made b\ an 

individual subject and that it is not a determination that rests on concepts or interest, with 

the assertion these individual judgments are universally valid. At the crux of this exercise 

of squaring this theoretical circle is the assertion that only judgment which is free of any 

subjective interest can be viewed as a proper aesthetic judgment. Kantian aesthetic 

judgment transcends interest and the circumstantial, including the political.   

It is upon this conception of aesthetic judgment that Fried legitimizes his critical 

endeavor and holds aloft a body of modernist work at the detriment of other artistic practices 

deemed theatrical in a critical gesture which, far from being disinterested, is in fact eminently 

political in a way that is specific to Fried as a modernist critic at the time and place in which he 

ZaV ZoUking. FUied¶V diVdain foU Whe WheaWUical paUallelV Whe KanWian hieUaUch\ WhaW placeV 

mimesis of nature above the crudeness of mere imitation. As noted by Amelia Jones, the mistrust 

of theatricality in Western culture and its homophobic dimensions have been well documented in 

JonaV BaUiVh¶V 1981 The Antitheatrical Prejudice and repeated in more recent works such as 

TUac\ DaYiV and ThomaV PoVWleZaiW¶V 2005 Theatricality.147 This prejudice views the perceived 

artifice of theatre and its occasional gender-bending as a perverting of essence. Drawing on the 

work of Davis and Postlewait, Jones explains:  

 
146 Kant, Critique of Judgment, 33. 
147 Amelia Jones "Theatricality" in Amelia Jones, In Between Subjects. (New York  N.Y.: 
Routledge, 2020). 



 Lotfi Gouigah 96 

Davis and Postlewait note that some of the negativity surrounding theatricality is 

UelaWed Wo deep feaUV aboXW Whe e[iVWence of an eVVence oU an aXWhenWic ³Ueal´ WhaW 

anchors human experience and is countered by the fake or theatrical. In describing 

a key example of unease around the role of the actor, they note: ³Thus, a man 

impersonating a woman may persuasively signify femaleness, and though he will 

never become a female, in theatricalizing one he deceives as to the very nature of 

the absence.´148   

Drawing on the work of W.D. King, Davis and Postlewait also note that: 

According to Plato, mimesis attempts to evoke the factual or real world but 

cannot capture it because the Real is not located in the visual and tangible 

conditions of the material world. As a counterfit practice, twice-removed from 

the true or pure realm of the Real, theatre illusively (perhaps fraudulently) 

produces mimesis. For the perceiver, the mimetic product posits (and 

apparently presumes) an empirical link with what is being represented, but this 

relation is always simply a rhetorical feat of similarity, never sameness.149  

The corruption of essence that theatre is said to inflict upon its participants is, according to 

Barish, buttressed by Platonic principles.150 Platonic anxieties surrounding artifice appear 

consistent with the mistrust of writing and material mediation and idealisation of presence which, 

as I noted earlier, led Plato to view media as pharmaka. Painting, theatre, and writing all share 

the same fate in Platonic thought of being severed from their true referent, and allowing, to use 

 
148 Ibid., 6. 
149 Tracy C. Davis and Thomas. Postlewait, Theatricality, Theatre and Performance Theory 
(CambUidgeௗ; CambUidge UniYeUViW\ PUeVV, 2003), 4±5. 
150 Jonas A. Barish, The Antitheatrical Prejudice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1981), 21±22. 
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J.L.AXVWin¶V WeUm, for an etiolation of meaning by occuring outside an originiary and proper 

context.151 Similarily, in Phaedrus, PlaWo¶V SocUaWeV claimV: 

You know, Phaedrus, writing shares features with painting. The offspring of 

painting stands there as if they were alive, but if anyone asks them anything, they 

Uemain moVW Volemnl\ VilenW. The Vame iV WUXe of ZUiWWen ZoUdV. YoX¶d Whink Whe\ 

were speaking as if they had some understanding, but if you question anything that 

has been said because you want to learn more, it continues to signify that very 

same thing forever.152 

Platonic anxieties around the inadequacies of fake liveness are also the anxieties 

surrounding the fake body. The idea that human subjects can rise above their mere mortal status 

to share in the crafting of human life is of course the drive behind the work of Dr. Frankenstein, 

Whe VcienWiVW in MaU\ Shelle\¶V famoXV noYel. HoZeYeU, Whe cUeaWXUe cUeaWed b\ FUankenVWein 

never equaled the creatures of nature, those produced by God. The anxiety that haunts the 

noYel¶V chaUacWeUV iV moWiYaWed b\ Whe Vame feaU of seeing life corrupted in an artificial form.  

Similarly, unconventional interventions on human bodies abound in Teknolust, in which Ruby, 

herself a clone, takes matters into her own hands when it comes to insuring the survival of her 

siblings. She injects inWo heU felloZ cloneV¶ bloodVWUeam Whe Vemen aV a life VXVWaining infXVion of 

Y chromosomes. The genetic manipulations of life, imitated in the form of clones are 

narrativized in the medium of film, one that Jackie Stacey argues is itself imitative by nature: 

 
151 As I detailed in Chapter One, for Austin in order for a performative to be successful (or 
feliciWoXV) iW mXVW occXU ZiWhin a ceUWain conWe[W. AV AXVWin noWed: ³a peUfoUmaWiYe XWWeUance Zill, 
[...] be hollow or void if said by an actor on the stage, or if introduced in a poem or spoken in a 
soliloquy. [...] Language in such circumstances is in special ways²intelligibility²used not 
seriously, but in ways parasitic upon its normal use²ways which fall under the doctrine of 
etiolations of language.´ AXVWin, How to Do Things with Words, 22. 
152 PlaWo¶V SocUaWeV in PeWeUV, Speaking into the Air, 47. 
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Insofar as they both seek to imitate life, the cinema and genetic engineering are 

both technologies of imitation: the first a cultural technology, the second a 

biological one [.«] Each diVpla\V a faVcinaWion ZiWh Whe boXndaU\ beWZeen life 

and death, and ZiWh Whe Wechnical poVVibiliWieV of animaWing Whe hXman bod\ [.«] 

Unlike other medium or practice, the cinema shares with genetic engineering an 

imitative but elusive intent that invites formal interrogation: it brings to life still 

images, and disguising its own artifice, invests them with a believable presence 

on the screen. 153  

In SWace\¶V aUgXmenW, Teknolust thus stands as a mise-en-abyme of imitations in which the 

diegetic imitation and duplication of human bodies are contained in a medium itself seen as 

imitating life and able to exist in an unlimited number of copies. But nearly two decades after 

Teknolust was made, the far-fetched genetic science of the film moves us from the diegetic plot 

device of replicating humans to the raw material of Hershman LeeVon¶V 2018 ZoUk Infinity 

Engine and demonVWUaWeV Whe aUWiVW¶V endXUing pUeoccXpaWion ZiWh Whe UeplicaWion of life and Whe 

life-like. This piece, first shown at the House of Electronic Arts in Basel, featured a new 

antibody named after the artist in collaboration with Dr. Thomas Huber from the pharmaceutical 

company Novartis and biologist Josiah Zainer.   

The Infinity Engine consisted of an installation deployed in eight different rooms outfitted 

like genetics laboratories. The visitors were invited to wear a lab coat while exploring this 

environment. Some of the walls served as projection screens for images of footage of scientists 

pushing trays of samples through the clinical corridors of scientific labs resembling hospital 

 
153 Jackie Stacey, The Cinematic Life of the Gene (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 
6. 
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corridors. Another wall showed a deWail of Michelangelo¶V SiVWine chapel fUeVco, The Creation of 

Adam (1508-12), modified by Hershman Leeson and showing the two figures holding syringes²

hence placing The Infinity Engine¶V pUeoccXpation with genetic modification in the context of the 

Wheme of life and diYine life giYing foXnd in Michelangelo¶V fUeVco. IW Ueplaced religious 

explanations to the origins of life with the clinical tools of genetic engineering.  

 Amongst the scientific objects displayed in the laboratory is a small vial containing the 

Lynn Hershman antibody. Antibodies are produced by the body itself and are essential to its 

defence against pathogens. As Paul Klenerman explains in  The Immune System: A Very Short 

Introduction: ³AnWibodieV aUe highl\ Vpeciali]ed pUoWeinV WhaW aUe able Wo bind Wo a paUWicXlaU 

target (e.g., the outer coat of a bacterium or virus), known as an antigen or epitope.´154  The 

scientists who collaborated with Hershman Leeson used a stable antibody template and replaced 

its amino acids whose code letter spell out the artists name: Leucine (L), Tyrosine (Y), 

Aspargine (N), Histidine (N), Glutamate (H), Arginine (E), Serine (S), Histidine(H), Methionine 

(M), Alanine (A), and again Aspargine (N).  

In both Teknolust and The Infinity Engine genetic material is depicted doing rather than 

depicting. While often imagined as vessels for information, genes are essentially performative, as 

Floridi notes:  

DNA does contain genetic information, like a CD may contain some software. 

But the genetic code, or better, the genes are the information itself. Genes do 

not send information in the sense in which a radio sends a signal. They work 

more or less successfully and, like a recipe for a cake, may only partly 

 
154 Paul Klenerman, The Immune System: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 30. 
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guarantee the end result, since the environment plays a crucial role. Genes do 

not contain information, like envelopes or emails do, nor do they describe it, 

like a blueprint; they are more like performatives: ³I pUomiVe Wo come aW 8pm´ 

does not describe or contain a promise, it does something, namely it effects the 

promise itself through the uttered words. Genes do not carry information as 

pigeons carry a message, no more than a key carries the information to open 

the door. They do not encode instructions, as a string of lines and dots may 

encode a message in Morse alphabet.155  

While DNA may be said to be itself performative rather than a medium containing 

information, The Infinity Engine adds another level of performativity in assembling an antibody 

accoUding Wo Whe Vpelling of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V name. ThiV peUfoUmV aW a micUoVcopic leYel Whe 

act by which life in its most fundamental biological component is symbolically coded, a 

microcosm of the way in which human bodies perform or are labelled with identities.  

There is nothing essentially Lynn Hershman about the Lynn Hershman antibody 

engineered in The Infinity Engine. The design of the antibody according to the spelling of the 

aUWiVW¶V name shows the arbitrariness of symbolic language; the lifeform of the antibody could be 

named an\Whing. ThiV chiaVm beWZeen life and iWV V\mbolic UepUeVenWaWion and Whe laWWeU¶V 

corollary political implications illustrates or analogizes at a microscopic level the politics of 

symbolic representation of bodies in society which I discussed earlier in relation to the Roberta 

Breitmore pUojecW and JXdiWh BXWleU¶V WheoU\ of gendeU peUfoUmaWiYiW\; iW alVo paUallelV Whe 

discussion above of the gap between representaWion and ³Ueal´ oYeU Zhich Vo mXch of WeVWeUn 

philosophy has agonized.  

 
155 Floridi, The Philosophy of Information, 79. 
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I argue that just as genes perform the manifestation and sustaining of life or nature itself, 

performativity itself²as the non-representational act par excellence²may be understood as the 

mimesis of grace as agency. As I argue later, this does not mean performativity is necessarily an 

empowering act allowing the performer to transcend their circumstances. Considered abstractly, 

as a non-representationalist meaning-making phenomenon, performativity could, in appearance, 

be seen to unfold as an attempt to actualise freedom by being untethered from any kind of 

referent which ties down products of representation. Performativity as the mimesis of grace as 

agency iV aW ZoUk in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Infinity Engine (2018), a poWenW e[ample of Whe aUWiVW¶V 

performative use of technology, and in its Promethean undertones. This understanding of the 

relationship between performativity and mimesis may be the missing link needed to explore the 

bond between technology and performativity. It also helps us understand the political nature of 

Whe UeVW of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk ZheUe I aUgXe peUfoUmaWiYiW\ can YieZed aV a mimeViV of the 

exercise of agency. 

I am not arguing that subjects have full control over their performative acts, or that 

performativity means the exercise of a sovereign agency. Rather, what I am proposing is that 

performativity, as illustrated in works such as those of the Roberta Breitmore series, Tekolust, 

and The Infinity Engine, functions not through representing what it is like to have agency over 

one¶V oZn life and oYeU life iWVelf in Whe caVe of Whe Infinity Engine, but as a mimesis of agency. 

This model invites the viewer to contemplate the possibility of agency, to behold the promises of 

personal and civic emancipation, while not assuming them to be achieved. Such a model explains 

Whe poliWical cUX[ of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk. ThiV aeVWheWicV of empoZeUment runs through the 

aUWiVW¶V ZoUk and bindV iW Wo Whe emancipaWoU\ poliWical pUojecWV of Whe Vecond half of Whe WZenWieWh 
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century in the Unites States, from the civil rights movement Wo Whe Zomen¶V UighWV moYemenW, aV 

I discuss in chapters two and four.   

An example of how performativity mimes agency can be found in a key example beyond 

HeUVhman¶V pUacWice²WhaW of Jeannie LiYingVWon¶V 1990 docXmenWaU\ Paris is Burning, which 

documents the lives and performances of mainly black and minority drag queens and ball 

culture. Balls were competitions during which each drag queen would perform and be judged on 

their performance by their peers. The performers interviewed in Paris is Burning speak of their 

social marginalization, their artistic practices and their desires for social mobility. One of them, 

Dorian Corey, a transwoman drag queen describing a competition category called Executive 

Realness, explains:   

In Ueal life, \oX can¶W geW a job aV an e[ecXWiYe XnleVV \oX haYe Whe edXcaWional 

background, and the opportunity. Now the fact that you are not an executive is 

meUel\ becaXVe of Whe Vocial VWanding of life [«] people haYe a haUd Wime 

getting anywhere and those that do are usually straight. In a ball room you can 

be an\Whing \oX ZanW. YoX¶Ue noW really an execuWiYe bXW \oX¶Ue looking like 

an e[ecXWiYe and WheUefoUe \oX¶Ue VhoZing Whe VWUaighW ZoUld WhaW I can be an 

executive. If I had the opportunity, I could be one, because I can look like one, 

and that is like a fulfilment. 156 

RealneVV doeVn¶W make iW WUXe, and it does not bestow upon the performer the privileges that a 

straight white executive may enjoy, nor does it allow them to overcome their social 

circumstances and the powers that determine them. These performative acts allow the performer 

 
156 Dorian Corey in Jeannie Livingston, Paris Is Burning, 1990. 
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and their public to behold what living in circumstances that afford greater agency might look 

like.  

Similarly, just as I discussed in Chapter One, Lynn Hershman Leeson was Roberta 

Breitmore seemingly because she said so. While Lynn Hershman changing her name to Roberta 

Breitmore may appear to be a banal act to many people, to others who may have less agency in 

relation to their own person, this gesture might, I argue, be viewed as emancipatory. The 

apparent power the artist has in shaping the life of Roberta which she performatively embodies 

mimes Whe kind of agenc\ oYeU one¶V oZn life WhaW been aW Whe cenWUe of nXmeUoXV UighWV 

movements in the twentieth century (e.g., the Zomen¶V UighWV and AmeUican ciYil UighWV 

movements). RobeUWa BUeiWmoUe¶V idenWiW\ docXmenWV, cloWhing, and oWheU peUVonal iWemV 

illustrate the struggle of securing agency in a given social context. The degree to which a viewer 

can view Roberta Breitmore aV peUfoUming acWV of agenc\ in UelaWion Wo Whe aUWiVW¶s person surely 

must be relative to the level of agency they are afforded in their own life.  

 

Voicing Roberta: Sampling Lynn Hershman Leeson’s real-life interactions as Roberta 

Breitmore 

The pieces and documents that resulted from the Roberta Breitmore project record 

RobeUWa¶V Vocial inWeUacWionV. FoU e[ample, HeUVhman LeeVon had placed claVVified adV aV 

RobeUWa looking foU UoommaWeV. ThiV led Wo ³RobeUWa´ meeWing pUoVpecWiYe UoommaWeV Zho 

viewed their encounters as dates. Recorded phone conversations with the men as well as 

photographs of the dates documented these encounters. These recordings allow us to hear how 

Roberta was performed, how, beyond her simple words, a persona was constructed through the 

qualities of her voice and intonation. One of the recordings begins with the voice of Hershman 
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LeeVon Va\ing: ³I¶m going Wo call IUZin SWeingold. IW¶V JanXaU\ 6, 1976. I¶ll be phoning him aV 

RobeUWa.´ RobeUWa a Zoman, iV calling a heWeUoVe[Xal man Vhe meW in DecembeU 1975 afWeU 

posting a classified advertisement saying she was looking for a roommate. We hear the trilling of 

the phone ringing. A man answers the phone. Roberta, in a much more subdued much less 

confident voice asks to speak to Irwin Steingold.   

What is striking in listening to this recording is HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Yoice iWVelf. To WhoVe 

Zho haYe heaUd Whe confidence of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Yoice in pXblic YenXeV oU conYeUVaWionV, 

Whe UecoUded Yoice in heU inWeUacWionV ZiWh Whe VWUangeU aV ³RobeUWa´ VoXnd YaVWl\ diffeUenW²

tentative, girlish, shy, performing a stereotypical femininity. As Adrianna Cavarero, speaking in 

DeUUidean WeUmV, noWeV in heU diVcXVVion of IWalo CalYino¶V liWeUaU\ ZoUk ³A King LiVWenV,´ 

listening to voices opens a way beyond the simple intelligibility of semantic code:  

the act of speaking is relational: what it communicates first and foremost, 

beyond the specific content that the words communicate, is the acoustic, 

empirical, material relationality of singular voices [«]. When the register of 

speech is totalized²for instance, when it is identified with a language system 

of which the voice would be a mere function²it is indeed inevitable that the 

vocal emission not headed for speech is nothing but a remainder. Rather than a 

mere leftover, however, what is really at stake is an originary excess. Put 

another way, the sphere of the voice is constitutively broader than that of 

Vpeech: iW e[ceedV iW. To UedXce WhiV e[ceVV Wo meUe meaningleVVneVV [«] iV one 

of Whe chief YiceV of logocenWUiVm. [«] PUeciVel\ becaXVe Vpeech iV VonoUoXV, 

to speak to one another is to communicate oneself to others in the plurality of 

voices. In other words, the act of speaking is relational: what it communicates 
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first and foremost, beyond the specific content that the words communicate, is 

the acoustic, empirical, material relationality of singular voices.157 

RobeUWa¶V Yoice iV co\, Vh\, aV Vhe aVkV IUZin on adYice on hoZ Wo beVW appl\ foU Vocial 

security since he seems to know a few tricks. Irwin speaks about how he worked as a magazine 

telemarketer in London, computer dating, and the merits of marriage. Roberta tells Irwin she is 

wary of living with him because he is married. Irwin says he is separated and has not seen his 

wife in ten years before finally talking about the apartment they might share thirteen minutes into 

the phone conversation. She asks how many bedrooms the place has. He asks: ³do \oX ZanW 

WZo?´ ³I don¶W knoZ, ZhaW did \oX haYe in mind?´ Vhe UeplieV Zhile chXckling aV Whe 

conversation begins to resemble an awkward date. Irwin tells Roberta he once almost moved in 

with a woman in London, but they disagreed on how many bedrooms they should have. He 

wanted one, bXW Vhe ZanWed WZo. RobeUWa aVkV him if he VnoUeV. BoWh Va\ Whe\ don¶W. She agUeeV 

to meet him at a restaurant, Moulin Rouge, close to his place. He jokingly says it is a long wait 

until Monday, she reminds him that he said does noW ZanW an\Whing eaV\. He laXghV. ³I kneZ I 

VhoXld¶Ye anVZeUed WhaW ad,´ he addV. ³YoX¶Ue YeU\ aWWUacWiYe´ he WellV heU. ³Do \oX Whink Vo?´ 

Vhe aVkV. ³Do \oX Whink Vo´ he aVkV heU. ³No I don¶W Whink Vo Vhe UeplieV.´ ³Oh come on! I mean, 

really you are,´ he WellV heU.   

The awkwardness of this conversation may owe to the interplay of the qualities of the 

voice and the sematic content of the conversation. As Mladen Dolar argues in relation to non-

semantic signifying qualities of the human voice: ³The YocabXlaU\ ma\ diVWingXiVh nXanceV of 

meaning, but words fail us when we are faced with the infinite shades of the voice, which 

 
157 Adriana Cavarero, FRU MRUH WKaQ OQH VRLFHࣟ: TRZaUG a PKLORVRSK\ RI VRFaO E[SUHVVLRQ 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2005), 12±13. 
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infinitely exceed meaning. It is not that our vocabulary is scanty and its deficiency should be 

Uemedied: faced ZiWh Whe Yoice, ZoUdV VWUXcWXUall\ fail.´158 Dolar thus points to the instances 

when the channels of symbolic language break under the pressure of meaning and effects they 

cannot encode or accommodate. This is the realm of the absolutely qualitative, durational, the 

³analogXe, conWinXoXV, oU VmooWh ideaV´ Zhich I menWioned eaUlieU in UelaWion Wo FloUidi and 

Bergson.159  

What those recorded voices convey is more than the mundane details of the 

conversation; they perform historically specific, Western heterosexual gender relations. It is 

through these qualities that, I argue, Hershman Leeson/Roberta is performing gender. I am here 

working with the definition of gender performativity first put forth by Judith Butler:  

Gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is real only to 

the extent that it is performed. It seems fair to say that certain kinds of acts are 

usually interpreted as expressive of a gender core or identity, and that these 

acts either conform to an expected gender identity or contest that expectation in 

some way. That expectation, in turn, is based upon the perception of sex, where 

sex is understood to be the discrete and factic datum of primary sexual 

characteristics [i.e., the seemingly unarguable givenness of anatomical 

differences between male and female].160 

 
158 Mladen Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More (Cambridge  Mass.: MIT Press, 2006), 13. 
159 Luciano Floridi, Information: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 25. 
160 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 278±79. 
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While Ze aUe all peUfoUming gendeU aW all WimeV, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmance aV RobeUWa 

Breitmore exaggerates the gender specific phonic features of the performance of female gender 

specific to that historical and cultural context.  

Along with the carefully crafted personality of Roberta Breitmore expressed in her 

sartorial choices, her demeanor and modes of embodiment, which I discussed in Chapter One, 

these voice recordings trace the contours of the personality of Roberta in a multimedia portrait. 

Just as the doll deployed in Olympia: Fictive Projections and the Myth of the Real Woman 

chases its ultimate referent across time and multiple media, Roberta Breitmore is compelled to 

live across space in a variety of traces.  

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V pUimaUil\ peUfoUmaWiYe mXlWi-media practice²from the wax figures 

in Dante Hotel ³Vleeping´ XndeU Whe inYaViYe and conVWanW VcUXWin\ of anon\moXV visitors, to the 

crafting of the persona of Roberta Breitmore, to the attempt to spark into life an artificially 

intelligent Agent Ruby, the cloning work of Rosetta Stone, the protagonist of Teknolust, to the 

cUafWing of an anWibod\ VWUXcWXUed afWeU Whe aUWiVWV¶ name² puts life and the life-like under the 

microscope. In many cases the viewer of these pieces participates in bringing them to life, from 

the interactions internet users have with Agent Ruby to the tip toeing around the Dante Hotel 

creating the impression of an actual invasion of privacy. The voyeuristic gaze of the Dante Hotel 

visitors and the fictional cloning work of Teknolust¶V Rosetta Stone respectively perform and 

represent agency over living. In being placed as viewers of passive unwitting figures in a hotel 

room, visitors to the installation become part of a work performing the agency of a voyeur 

exacting their gaze over powerless shapes believed to be living, breathing bodies. While Rosetta 

Stone is granted life making powers and agency over genes and their manifestation in the bodies 

of clones. While performativity as the mimesis of grace as agency was achieved in Roberta 
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Breitmore through the cUafWing and enacWing of RobeUWa¶V peUVona, the entanglement of agency 

and performativity is found in the relationship Hershman Leeson stages between the life-like, 

technology and viewers.  

 

Conclusion     

In looking at this body of work, I constructed a bridge between performativity and 

aeVWheWicV Wo demonVWUaWe Whe peUfoUmaWiYe XVe of Wechnolog\ in L\nn HeUVhman LeeVon¶V aUW 

practice. I have done so while tracing the leitmotiv of liveness and the life-like and its 

pUomeWhean echoeV in Whe aUWiVW¶V ZoUk from the Olympia sex doll¶V three-dimensional presence 

and evocation of sexuality to the staging of the wax bodies of the Dante Hotel, the science fiction 

of cloning and life sustaining semen in Teknolust and finally to the Infinity Engine. The 

explorations of the effects of embodiment and the potential of individual and machine agency 

encapsulate both interrogations about the life, and political narratives, feminist and otherwise, 

conWempoUaneoXV Wo Whe aUWiVW¶V ZoUk and cenWeUed Xpon Whe emancipaWion of bodies and 

subjectivities. These explorations are also contemporaneous with technological developments 

that have had a profound impact on the recording of life and liveness beginning in the industrial 

revolution. In her study of these developments and of the rationalization of contingency that 

accompanied the birth of cinema and the capitalist industrial revolution in Western countries, 

MaU\ Ann Doane, dUaZing heaYil\ on Whe ZoUk of BeUgVon, aUgXed WhaW ³Whe UaWionali]aWion of 

time characterizing industrialization and the expansion of capitalism was accompanied by a 

VWUXcWXUing conWingenc\ and WempoUaliW\ WhUoXgh emeUging WechnologieV of UepUeVenWaWion.´161 

 
161 Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the Archive 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002), 11. 
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Contingency is the structuring feature of duration and other purely qualitative realms, and the 

object of representation by a variety of media that proliferated in the twentieth century, from the 

phonograph, to cinema, video and television. The coexistence of the live and contingent on one 

hand, and the recorded and rationalized on the other, continues to be manifest in the work of 

Hershman Leeson in the form of live performance, artificial intelligence, genetic manipulation. 

While working in boWh UealmV idenWified b\ Doane, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk iV XniWed acUoVV 

media in its performative approach which forms the crux of its feminist political impact. Indeed, 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk poinWs Wo Whe poVVibiliW\ of e[eUciVing agenc\ oYeU one¶V oZn body, a 

qXeVWion paUWicXlaUl\ UeleYanW Wo Whe aUWiVW¶V feminiVW pUacWice and Whe feminiVW conWe[W in Zhich 

she worked, and that I explored in the previous chapter.  

By placing this discussion against the backdrop of key texts in the history of Western 

aesWheWicV WhaW infoUmed modeUniVW diVcoXUVe conWempoUaneoXV Wo HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk, I 

have also sought not only to situate it historically, but also to complicate the relationship of 

peUfoUmaWiYiW\ Wo ke\ noWionV WhaW infoUmed modeUniVm. HeUVhman LeeVon¶V foregrounding of 

the body manifested in many forms coupled with with an inescapable temporal dimension to all 

her works put her practice at odds with twentieth-century dominant modernist criticism and is 

V\mpWomaWic of heU ZoUk¶V hiVWoUical and poliWical significance. The influential modernist critical 

paradigm put forth by critics like Fried formed part of the backdrop to HeUVhman LeeVon¶V eaUl\ 

career. The alignmenW of FUied¶V critical posture with Kantian aesthetics formed the basis of a 

program that segregated work deemed to be worthy of the title of Art for their allegedly 

apolitical and transcendent nature from bodies of work that foregrounded embodiment and 

artistic subjectivity, among them the work by women and other marginalised groups. The work 

of Judy Chicago, Martha Rosler, Dara Birnbaum and the Guerilla Girls are some of them. While 
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practices by these artists foregrounded embodiment and subjectivity, their relationship to the 

political relied heavily on the optics of representation as a meaning-making phenomenon and 

rallying cry. The path charted by Hershman Leeson, while intersecting with these practices has 

been comprehensively performative. Indeed, I have argued that performativity plays a role in 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶s works in the way they are said to function through interaction with their 

public, in their use of technical and physical properties of media, and the diegetic worlds 

imagined for fictional characters in, for example, Lorna and Teknolust. I have also argued the 

imagining of agency through performativity has rested at the crux of the political potency of an 

oeuvre that yearns to seize the means of life-making, both literally (e.g. The Infinity Engine) and 

socially (e.g. Roberta Breitmore).  
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Chapter Four 

The Agency of a Single Voice: The Diffracted Narratives of Hershman Leeson’s Electronic 
Diaries 

 

 

³In Whe VWoU\ of Whe AUabian NighWV Whe magical caYe WhaW¶V filled ZiWh WUeaVXUe ZaV opened 
WhUoXgh Whe poZeU of a Vingle Yoice´ 
Lynn Hershman Leeson in First Person Plural: The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman. 
 
³RepUeVenWaWionaliVm WakeV Whe noWion of VepaUaWion aV foXndaWional. It separates the world into 
the ontologically disjunct domains of words and things, leaving itself with the dilemma of their 
linkage VXch WhaW knoZledge iV poVVible´ 
Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 137. 
 

 

In this chapter, dUaZing on KaUen BaUad¶s concept of agential realism and Henri 

BeUgVon¶V ZUiWing on duration and the qualities of experience, I examine First Person Plural: 

The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman, the video diaries of Hershman Leeson compiled 

between 1984 and 1996, The Infinity Engine, and Agent Ruby. The diaries chronicle Whe aUWiVW¶V 

life struggles and trauma, in the beginning they feature mostly shots of the artist speaking into 

the camera, interspliced with excerpts of contemporaneous newsreel anchoring her testimonies in 

a given era. The artist speaks of the failure of her marriage and her struggle with her body image 

before disclosing trauma she sustained from child abuse, heU famil\¶V e[peUience of Nazi 

concentration camps, and images of Dracula (the fictional figure that haunted her childhood).  

There are two ways I examine the Diaries in UelaWion Wo BaUad¶V AgenWial RealiVm. The 

first and the most obvious one look at the diegetic world of the film²without assigning any truth 

value to this performative work²and examine the ways in which its weaving of narratives to 

historical events can serve as an illustration, a representation or analogy of the relationship 
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discrete objects and events have to one another and the connectedness of everything and 

everyone. At the same time, rather than only diving into the work, and studying its signifiers and 

its formal and aesthetic qualities in relation to the work¶s narrative, I want to employ a method 

informed by what Barad calls onto-epistem-olog\ and aVVXmeV WhaW ³knoZing iV a maWeUial 

practice of engagement as part of the world in its differential becoming.´162 While discussing the 

Diaries in dialogue with Agent Ruby and The Infinity Engine, I approach these works not only as 

objects, but as phenomena.  

I begin by analysing the Diaries, the accounts they report, the imagery they use and 

contextualise the use of video they represent in relations to the emergence of video as an artistic 

medium. I then focus on the optical metaphors found in the diaries and²while discussing 

BaUad¶V agential realism²elucidate the ways in which they performatively call forth events and 

psychic states. I then explore how the optical phenomenon of diffraction can be seen to explain 

how this performative use of media functions in both the diaries and The Infinity Engine while 

alVo dUaZing fUom BeUgVon¶V inVighW on the physical recording of psychic states. I examine 

BeUgVon¶V conWUaVWing of Whe qualitative nature of experience and segmented and linear aspect of 

its physical rendition to complicate the narrative and material relationship of the diaries with the 

events the diaries call forth. I then go further in examining both The Infinity Engine and the 

diaries¶ UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe physical world and embodiment and remark on the ways in which 

they portray and produce marks on matter, and impact bodies. I draw on Vicky Kirby¶V 

scholarship on causality and behavioral scientist Arline T. Geronimus¶V UeVeaUch on the concept 

of ³ZeaWheUing´ oU Whe effecW maWeUial and Vocial ciUcXmVWanceV haYe on bodieV. Finally, I 

 
162 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 89. 
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compare the role of diffraction and the bodily aspects of The Infinity Engine and the diaries with 

the disembodied Agent Ruby I discussed as an image of life in the previous chapter.  

 

Multiple Lives, One Decade 

At the beginning of the 74 minutes video First Person Plural: The Electronic Diaries of 

Lynn Hershman, the year is 1984 and Hershman Leeson contextualises her personal struggles 

against the backdrop of momentous global historical events simultaneous to what she says is her 

oZn ³peUVonal apocal\pVe.´ In a cloVe Xp of Whe poZeU VZiWch of a Yideo ediWing eqXipment we 

Vee a fingeU moYing Whe VZiWch fUom off Wo on, Zhile HeUVhman LeeVon¶V YoiceoYeU says: ³AW Whe 

Wime I Ueall\ didn¶W knoZ ZhaW poZeU ZaV oU hoZ eaV\ iW ZaV Wo WXUn iW on.´ The mediXm of 

Video here is explicitly linked to the empowerment the Electronic Diaries are meant to perform. 

Spanning a period of twelve years, these diaries begin with the artist recounting being 

abandoned by her husband and waiting for him for four years while turning to food for comfort. 

Personal accounts are interspliced with clips from news reports on contemporaneous events of 

the Reagan era. Hershman Leeson then chronicles her struggle with food and reaching a healthy 

weight, while news reporting on the 1984 trial of Nazi war criminal Klaus Barbie is spliced into 

her narrative. In Whe foUm of WhiV clip, Whe painfXl memoUieV of Whe holocaXVW WhaW haXnW Whe aUWiVW¶V 

family begin to emerge.  Hershman Leeson then recounts having to keep secret the sex abuse she 

endured as a child and the need she felt to escape her circumstances through her imagination: 

³foU \eaUV I ZoXld pUeWend I ZaV oWheU people, VomeWimeV I made Whem Xp and VomeWimeV I ZoXld 

aVVXme Whe idenWiW\ of a chaUacWeU WhaW I¶Ye Uead aboXW in a VhoUW VWoU\.´ The dUeadfXl figXUe of 

DUacXla iV inWeUWZined ZiWh HeUVhman¶V accoXnW of heU childhood. The film When inWUodXceV 

Henry, a man Herman Leeson describes as her opposite because he is black, a man, and self-
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taught; however, they have in common the fact both have been diagnosed with tumors. While 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V WXmoU diVappeaUed, HenU\¶V did noW. The diaUieV pa\ homage Wo HenU\ and 

highlight the randomness of ill fate. The artist then regresses into her childhood once again when 

she would scratch away the plaster of the wall by her bed, hoping to escape her life as a victim of 

abuse. The diaries then introduce Leslie, another woman whose mother survived the holocaust. 

She inWeUYieZV LeVlie¶V daXghWeU AUia Zho haV Uead Anne FUank¶V diaUieV, qXeU\ing Whe 

transmission of intergenerational trauma. While Aria finds no immediate connection to Anne 

Frank, she knows her grandmother suffered in the same way Frank did. Continuing to recount 

episodes of wartime suffering endured by women, Hershman Leeson interviews a woman whose 

house was burned down by an American helicopter at age fourteen in Vietnam and who, as a 

result, suffered injuries caused by bomb shrapnel. An audio account is superimposed on a series 

of images reconstructing episodes of battery suffered by the artist, including the burning of a 

doll¶V haiU Wo illXVWUaWe Whe Wimes Hershman Leeson as a child had her own hair burned on a 

stovetop. The film concludes with Hershman Leeson recounting the process of making the 

diaries and their positive critical reception.  

At the time Hershman Leeson began her electronic diaries, the association of video with a 

newfound creative freedom and political emancipation was about ten years old. Video was 

cheaper than film, and artists coXld inVWanWl\ YieZ ZhaW Whe\¶Ye UecoUded and inVWanWl\ Vee ZhaW 

the camera sees displayed on a screen. As noted by William Kaizen, in the late 1960s artists 

Andy Warhol, Frank Gillette, Nam June Paik, Lynda Benglis, and Dan Graham reveled in the 

properties of the new medium, paradoxically citing its immediacy. Video was self-effacing, what 
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you saw was what you got, and you got it right now.163 Dan Graham proposed that ³Yideo iV a 

present time medium.´164 Video was the new medium of the moment happening in the moment, 

for the moment. Vito Acconci recounted, ³the immediacy of video was the most startling thing 

[«] I coXld XVe Yideo aV a miUUoU.´165 While capturing life events, the diaries employ the 

immediacy of video as a convenient medium to conserve testimony, to call forth past trauma and 

narrate the present into a videographic archive. While reflecting on the past, recounting the 

present and self-reflectively looking back at the diaries themselves near the end of the film, the 

ZoUk aV a Zhole doeVn¶W commiW Wo a WempoUal anchoUing. This is at odds with the tropes of 

immediac\ and pUeVenWneVV foUmed dXUing Whe emeUgence of Yideo. AV Kai]en noWeV: ³The 

response to video as immediate was conditioned by the immediacy of live television. Whereas 

film may also make distant events seem present, the events it depicts are understood as past. 

Filmic imageV aUe caXghW Xp in ZhaW Roland BaUWheV called phoWogUaph\¶V µWhaW-has-been¶ 

effecW.´166  

 

Diffractive Video: How the Diaries Perform Narratives 

While at first sight, the diaries appear to perform this banal role of recorder testimony 

and engage with video in a strictly representational fashion, the words spoken by the artist, and 

her directorial choices create a testimony that complicates the simplistic relationship between 

medium and content at the crux of representationalism. While on the one hand a belief in the 

 
163 William Kaizen "Live on Tape: Video, Liveness and the Immediate" in Tanya Leighton, 
Charles Esche, and Mark Lewis, Art and the Moving Image: A Critical Reader (London: Tate, 
2008), 258±59. 
164 Dan Graham in Ibid., 259. 
165 Vito Acconci in Ibid., 259. 
166 William Kaizen "Live on Tape: Video, Liveness and the Immediate," in ibid., 262. 
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abiliW\ of UecoUding media Wo fXll\ accoXnW foU Whe ZoUld and ³Whe WUXWh´ iV e[pliciWl\ Yoiced, an 

attention to the material contingencies surrounding the making of the diaries and the 

entanglement of the apparatus of video recording to the emotional past of the artist, is also 

foUegUoXnded. AW once, HeUVhman LeeVon WellV XV: ³Ze¶Ye become a VocieW\ of VcUeenV, of 

different layers that keep us from knowing the truth,´ hinting at the belief that every layer of 

mediation takes us further and further away from a plenitude of meaning and experience. Later, 

recounting the trauma resulting from the sexual abuse she suffered as a child, she notes: ³Whe 

VcaUV aUe Whe lengWh of WhiV Wape.´ The impoVVibiliW\ of liWeUall\ miUUoUing paVW eYenWV, of 

compelling them through a representational magic that no media is capable does not impede the 

diaries¶ peUfoUmance of paVW eYenWV. The VcaUV lefW b\ abXVe aUe paUW of Whe ZoUk UaWheU Whan an 

object of its videographic gaze.  

Seeking to optically retrieve and record events is bound to leave one wanting as 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Yoice-oYeU iV heaUd Va\ing: ³When \oX Vhine a lighW on \oXU VhadoZV, Whe 

UeflecWion can be almoVW blinding. DemonV haYe no UeflecWionV. The\ onl\ e[iVW Zhen \oX can¶W 

Vee Whem.´167 I argue that the diaries are more than a UecoUd keeping of Whe aUWiVW¶V life in Yideo 

form and exist in relation to the histories and events they recount. Here I UeWXUn Wo KaUen BaUad¶V 

theory of agential realism to explores the ways in which the diaries function in relation to the 

events they recount. Barad proposes agential realism as a performative alternative to 

representationalism, or the atomistic assumption that the world consists in inert matter and 

discrete objects, separate from human subject are able to observe the world objectively.168 

Reading the diaries through BaUad¶V inVighWV, I argue we can make sense of them as part of a 

 
167 Lynn Hershman Leeson, First Person Plural: The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman, 
1984, 36:00. 
168 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 137±38. 
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greater historical phenomenon. While individual events are described in the diaries (from the 

breakdown of Hershman Leeson¶V first marriage, her abuse as child, the lives of holocaust 

victims and their survivors, and various contemporaneous events), they all participate in the 

making of the diaries. While a diary is commonly thought as inherently personal and subjective, 

envisaging the diaries as part of a greater meaning making apparatus helps provide a fuller 

picture of their performance of meaning. In BaUad¶V agenWial UealiVW onWolog\, Whe pUimaU\ XniWV 

of the material world are not objects; they are phenomena. From this perspective, subjects do not 

know this world from an external position. Instead, they are part of apparatuses that exist as 

phenomena.169 Barad argues:  

Making knowledge is not simply about making facts but about making worlds, or 

rather, it is about making specific worldly configurations²not in the sense of 

making them up ex nihilo, or out of language, beliefs, or ideas, but in the sense of 

materially engaging as part of the world in giving it specific material form. And 

yet the fact that we make knowledge not from outside but as part of the world 

does not mean that knowledge is necessarily subjective (a notion that already 

presumes the pre-existing distinction between object and subject that feeds 

representationalist thinking). At the same time, objectivity cannot be about 

producing undistorted representations from afar; rather, objectivity is about being 

accountable to the specific materializations of which we are a part. And this 

requires a methodology that is attentive to, and responsive/responsible to, the 

specificity of material entanglements in their agential becoming. The physical 

 
169 Ibid., 141. 
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phenomenon of diffraction makes manifest the extraordinary liveliness of the 

world.170  

Diffraction then is an alternative way of making phenomena and the world visible, one 

that does not rely on the linear optics of reflection that underpin the belief in the possibility of 

direct, objective observation and representation. As I discussed in the previous chapter, for the 

Infinity Engine, a team of scientists created an antibody beaUing HeUVhman LeeVon¶V name. But 

the existence of this antibody can only be confirmed by being made visible through the physical 

phenomenon of diffraction. Indeed, among the scientific material visitors to the Infinity Engine 

are made aware of, is an explanation of how antibody structure can be observed by exposing it to 

a synchrotron x-ray beam hitting a microscopic crystal and creating a diffraction pattern. 

The Infinity Engine engineers a phenomenon out of an infinite set of possibilities and 

enWangleV Whe VemanWic meaning foXnd in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V name and heU aUWiVWic appUoach Wo 

the organic material it interacts with. Similarly, the diaries entangle their content with the 

mechanical apparatus, making them intelligible through the electrical reading of magnetic fields 

in a videocassette player and the device which ultimately digitized the work to disseminate it 

online where I viewed it. I want to argue through this onto-epistemo-logical view of the Lynn 

Hershman antibody in the Infinity Engine that this view of the work as a phenomenon rather than 

a discrete object helps us understand how the work may be said to escape the traps of functioning 

as representation alone and enables it to perform meaning through its material relationships with 

the viewer and matter around it.  

Central to Barad¶V understanding of the relationship of meaning to matter is her argument 

that: 

 
170 Ibid., 91. 
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the primary ontological units are not "things" but phenomena -dynamic 

topological reconfigurings/entanglements/relationalities/(re)articulations of the 

world. And the primary semantic units are not "words" but material-discursive 

practices through which (ontic and semantic) boundaries are constituted. This 

dynamism is agency. Agency is not an attribute but the ongoing reconfigurings 

of the world. The universe is agential intra-actiYiW\ in iWV becoming.´171 The 

relationship between subject and object, for Barad is not one between two 

discrete ontological units but the results of intra-actions (rather than 

inWeUacWionV) ZiWhin phenomena Zhich cUeaWe ZhaW Vhe callV an ³agenWial cXW.´ 

TheUe iV no VXbjecW e[WeUioU Wo a ZoUld aUoXnd Whem, ³UelaWa do noW pre-exist 

relations; rather relata-within-phenomena emerge through specific intra-

actions. Crucially, then, intra-actions enact agential separability²the 

condition of exteriority-within-phenomena.172    

 

In stark contrast to the representationalist paradigm in which matter is inert and open to 

be objectively observed by subjects, Barad proposes a performative account of the world as 

phenomena where matter, meaning and subjects are entangled in an everchanging process of 

world making. While the diaries are full of testimonies about discrete objects and visceral 

embodied wounds (Whe bXUning of Whe aUWiVW¶V haiU, Whe WeVWimon\ of Whe VieWnam ZaU VXUYiYoU 

extracting shrapnel from her body, the observation of a tumor on a CT scan and its later 

disappearance), they are the result of the entangled histories they narrate: A family history of 

 
171 Ibid., 141. 
172 Ibid., 140. 
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abuse and trauma, war and bodily harm, psychic projections into the future, another world or 

alternative personae, the material struggle of producing a video diary on limited means. While 

the diaries shed light on a variety of events and phenomena, I want to argue they result not so 

much in a sum of testimonies but in an entanglement of temporally and physically disparate 

events. Unlike a simple sequence of events, this entanglement is non-linear. As noted by Barad, 

NielV BohU¶V ZoUk haV VhoZn WhaW classical physics a particle is a discrete object that can only be 

in one place at the same time, in quantum physics, subatomic particles can be observed being in 

various places at the same time. In classical physics, particles behave like the bigger objects we 

encounter in our daily life, if it here in front of us, it cannot at the same time be elsewhere. 

Waves, on the other hand are understood to be different; they can be here and there and interfere 

or merge with one another.173 When Bohr and Einstein repurposed an apparatus used to 

demonstrate the wave-like behaviour of light²Thomas Young¶V famous two-slit experiment²

they found that a subatomic particle is either here or there, the patterns obtained by the 

experiment showed everywhere the particle can be at once, behaving like a wave.  

When two or more waves intersect, a diffraction pattern occurs, this phenomenon can be 

observed in our everyday life in the diffraction pattern of water waves in a pond for example but 

can also occur in light and sound waves.174 Diffraction is an optical phenomenon distinct from 

the phenomenon of reflection, as Barad argued drawing on Donna Haraway¶V 1992 eVVa\ 

³Promises of Monsters: A Regenerative Politics of InnapUoUiaWe/d OWheUV´:  

The physical phenomenon of reflection is a common metaphor for thinking-a 

little reflection shows this to be the case. Donna Haraway proposes diffraction 

 
173 Ibid., 100. 
174 Ibid., 28. 
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as an alternative to the well-worn metaphor of reflection. As Haraway 

suggests, diffraction can serve as a useful counterpoint to reflection: both are 

optical phenomena, but whereas reflection is about mirroring and sameness, 

diffraction attends to patterns of difference [my italics].175  

While representationalism may be in tune with is the intuition of classical physics, 

BaUad¶V peUfoUmaWiYe accoXnW dUaZV fUom qXanWXm ph\Vical phenomena. And while 

representationalism rests on optical metaphors of mirrors and reflections through which 

Whe VXbjecW appUehendV Whe ZoUld oXWVide Whem, BaUad¶V WheoU\ enYiVionV  phenomena 

ZheUe meaning iV diffUacWed UaWheU Whan UeflecWed: ³In conWUaVW Wo UeflecWing appaUaWXVeV, 

like mirrors, which produce images-more or less faithful-of objects placed a distance 

from the mirror, diffraction gratings are instruments that produce patterns that mark 

differences in the relative characters (i.e., amplitude and phase) of individual waves as 

Whe\ combine.´176 These difference in relative character of which Barad speaks, cannot 

be Uead ZiWhoXW Whinking of HenUi BeUgVon¶V idea of dXUaWion I discuss in the previous 

chapter, and which he defines as purely qualitative and devoid of the discrete units of 

measured time.  

 

Phenomenal Diaries and Delineated Agencies: Karen Barad, Henri Bergson and Reading 

the Phenomenon of the Diaries.  

 In Time and Free Will, Bergson imagined time as a homogenous realm akin to space in 

which psychic states are juxtaposed. Our mind, he suggests, externalizes psychic states and 

 
175 Ibid., 29. 
176 Ibid., 81. 
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organises them in the same way objects are juxtaposed in space, with discrete objects marking a 

giYen poinW in Vpace: ³Ze aUe compelled Wo boUUoZ fUom Vpace Whe imageV b\ Zhich Ze deVcUibe 

what the reflective consciousness feels about time and even about succession.´177 On one level, 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V diaries can be seen to do just that, externalizing into video different life 

events, recording time-specific emotions and aligning them in a linear fashion on the length of a 

videotape. But on another level, as suggested by HeUVhman LeeVon Zhen Va\ing ³Whe VcaUV UXn 

the length of this tape,´ the experiences recounted do not exist in a static and definite point in 

time; they exist in relation to other moments, other spaces.   

Bergson posits that psychic states, like duration, are purely qualitative and heterogeneous 

in nature, and that they do not admit distinct multiplicity, externalisation or segmentation. 

Bergson proposes that a reflective consciousness urges the mind to apprehend psychic states as 

spatial and to make use of ³clean-cXW diVWincWionV´178 Distinguishing psychic phenomena from 

oneV occXUUing Vpace BeUgVon ZUiWeV: ³WhaW Ze mXVW Va\ iV WhaW Ze haYe Wo do ZiWh WZo diffeUenW 

kinds of reality, the one heterogeneous, that of sensible qualities, the other homogeneous, namely 

Vpace.´179 He sets out to demonstrate how pure duration is not spatial by writing:  

Pure duration is the form which the succession of our conscious states assumes 

when our ego lets itself live, when it refrains from separating its present state from 

its former states. For this purpose, it need not be entirely absorbed in the passing 

sensation or idea; for then, on the contrary it would no longer endure. Nor need it 

forget its former states: it is enough that, in recalling these states, it does not set 

them alongside its actual state as one point alongside another, but forms both the 

 
177 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 91. 
178 Ibid., 97. 
179 Ibid. 
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past and the present states into an organic whole, as happens when we recall the 

notes of a tune, melting, so to speak, into one another.180    

Hence, for Bergson psychic states and duration are not a succession of linearly aligned discrete 

states; they are an infiniWel\ heWeUogenoXV flX[ WhaW UeVemble BaUad¶V phenomena, WhemVelYeV 

based upon the wave-like behaviour of matter observed by Niels Bohr.  

The idea that experience may not always be quantifiable because it exists as a purely 

qualitative phenomena where the appearance of discrete units is only the result of intra-actions 

for Barad, and of spatialised rationalisations for Bergson, comes full circle with neuroscientist 

KUiVWof Koch¶V conWenWion WhaW conVcioXVneVV cannoW be compXWed and WhaW eYen comple[ 

compXWeUV cannoW e[peUience becaXVe a compXWeU ³haV no inWUinVic caXVal poZeUV and doeV noW 

e[iVW foU iWVelf, aV iW iV UedXcible Wo iWV indiYidXal pUoceVVing XniWV.´181 Similarly, there are no 

indiYidXal XniWV in BeUgVon¶V deVcUipWion of pV\chic VWaWeV and dXUaWion aV elXding meaVXUemenW: 

³When I folloZ ZiWh m\ e\eV on Whe dial of a clock Whe moYemenW of Whe hand Zhich coUUeVpondV 

to the oscillation of the pendulum, I do not measure duration, as seems to be thought; I merely 

count simultaneities, which is very different. Outside of me, in space, there is never more than a 

single position of the hand and the pendulum, for nothing is left of the past positions.´182 

In BaUad¶V WeUmV, ZhaW BeUgVon iV a deVcUibing iV an appaUaWXV in Zhich a hXman VXbjecW 

attempts to make sense of time and in which this intra-action results in an agential cut:  

the apparatus enacts an agential cut²a resolution of the ontological 

indeterminacy²within the phenomenon, and agential separability²the 

agentially enacted material condition of exteriority-within-phenomena²

 
180 Ibid., 100. 
181 Koch, The Feeling of Life Itself, 142. 
182 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 108. 
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provides the condition of possibility for the possibility of objectivity. This 

agential cut also enacts a local causal structure in the marking of the measuring 

inVWUXmenW (effecW) b\ Whe meaVXUed objecW (caXVe), ZheUe ³local´ meanV ZiWhin 

the phenomenon.183  

Hence the possibility for the diaries to exteriorize embodied experiences rests on an agential 

separability within a phenomenon. The agencies delineated, that of the artist herself and those of 

the people she interviews, are in direct relation with the material world from which their 

testimonies draw their power. I have already noted how the Diaries, while attempting to record a 

moment, also highlight the impossibility of accurately and fully mirroring, reflecting, and 

recording events and psychic states.  

The Diaries, while presented as a viscerally personal account of Hershman Leeson¶V life 

and trauma, exists and takes part in various contemporaneous, past, and future phenomena.  

Hershman Leeson, visually and narratively anchors temporal elements to events surrounding 

them. Close-ups of the digital screens displaying the minutes and seconds of a video on an 

analogue video equipment are repurposed to show a given year and these shots are edited 

together with a voiceover describing WhaW \eaU¶V hiVWoUical conWe[W. Like a pond in Zhich mXlWiple 

waves and ripple effects originate from various physical events, the Diaries form an image of 

diffracted narratives and the marks they leave upon bodies. At the same time as it emphasises 

what Bergson termed spatial time or the division of time into discrete units through references to 

calendar dates and contemporaneous events, the Diaries attempt to dissolve these temporal 

distinctions. Memories of the past are experienced in the present and so are longing for the 

future.  

 
183 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 175. 
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AV BaUad noWeV UegaUding caXValiW\ phenomena ciWing Vick\ KiUb\ ³ZhaW iV impoUWanW 

about causal intra-acWionV iV WhaW µmaUkV aUe lefW on bodieV¶: bodieV diffeUenWiall\ maWeUiali]e aV 

particular patterns of the world as a result of specific cuts and reconfigXUingV WhaW aUe enacWed.´184 

A concrete example of this can be found in research about the effect of stressors resulting from 

racism, prejudice, and deprivation on the bodies of individuals on whom these circumstances are 

inflicted, what neuroendocrinologist Bruce S. McEwan and epidemiologist Teresa Seeman called 

allostatic load, a concept which behavioral scientist Arline T. Geronimus sums up as: ³Whe 

cXmXlaWiYe ZeaU and WeaU on Whe bod\¶V V\VWemV oZing Wo UepeaWed adapWaWion Wo VWUeVVoUV. 

McEwen and Seeman, and Seeman and colleagues conceptualized allostatic load as the 

physiological burden imposed by stress.´185 The consequence of this allostatic load upon bodies 

iV ZhaW GeUonimXV WeUmed ³ZeaWheUing,´ e[plaining WhaW: ³becaXVe Whe VWUeVV UeVponVe diVUXpWV 

regulation of various systems throughout the body²for example, the cardiovascular, metabolic, 

and immune systems²the concept of weathering encompasses multiple systems and includes 

impacWV on Whem WhaW mighW noW \eW UegiVWeU clinicall\.´186 Her research found WhaW ³ZeaWheUing 

effects of living in a race-conscious society may be greatest among those Blacks most likely to 

engage in high-effoUW coping.´187 In the Diaries, multiple events leave marks on bodies beginning 

with the holocaust suffered by previous generations, the sexual assault of which the artist was a 

victim, the abandonment by her first husband and the ensuing eating disorders. The figure of 

Dracula in cinema²and the bloody marks he is thought to inflict upon bodies²which haunted 

Hershman Leeson as a child is overlapped with accounts of memories of child abuse, creating a 

 
184 Ibid., 176. 
185 Geronimus AT et al., "'Weathering' and Age Patterns of Allostatic Load Scores among Blacks 
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diffracted pattern of dread, fear, and suffering on screen. The causal intra-actions of becoming a 

peUVon and delineaWing one¶V agenc\ WhUoXgh an agential cut are recounted in a narrative fraught 

with bodily assaults, transgression and Whe coming Wo WeUmV ZiWh Whe aUWiVW¶V oZn bod\. From the 

passed-on memories of the holocaust to child abuse, and issues of body image.  

Throughout the Diaries, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZeighW iV peUiodicall\ diVpla\ed, 

complementing the account of her struggle with maintaining a healthy weight following the 

emotional upheaval of being deserted by her husband. Her toxic relationship with food is 

discussed as a substitute for erotic intimacy: ³Wo me cookieV ZeUe a foUbidden and e[oWic 

substance that became almost a sensual substitute for sexuality. What I would do would be to go 

into my bedroom, light a fire, have some music on, lock the door²it was very much like having 

a romantic or clandestine affair. And when I thought nobody would be around, I would ravish 

WheVe moUVelV of caloUic e[ceVVeV.´ WiWhin Whe phenomenon WhaW iV Whe Diaries, intra-actions 

produce agential cuts in which the body of the artist is a victim enduring the agency of an abuser, 

the subject of an emotionally charged eating disorder and the site in which the artist asserts her 

agency. Material circumstances weather the body with phenomena, what Barad calls intra-

actions. Marks take the form of trauma, passed down memories of war crimes or shrapnel 

e[WUacWed fUom one¶V bod\.  

Hershman Leeson also explores this visceral materiality of life in the Infinity Engine 

discussed in Chapter Three. In this work, the idea WhaW ³naWXUe´ in the form of genes and 

antibodies is separate from individuals observing it and from the semantic repertoire and 

epistemological practices they use to make sense and attribute meaning to genes and antibodies 

appears to be foregrounded and abandoned. ForegroXnded in Whe ZoUk¶V YiVXal UepeWiWion of 

scientific tools, the syringe in the hands of god in a modified Sistine chapel collage creates a 
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scientific iconography equating scientific agency the divine sparking of life onto earth. 

NeYeUWheleVV, Whe ZoUk¶V inVistence on explicating its process in an almost didactic manner 

reveals agencies in the relationship of matter to meaning to be contingent.  

Meanwhile, as I argued in the previous chapter Agent Ruby, it can be said to perform 

rather than represent. I have argued by simulating the effects of a conversation and a degree of 

intelligence without being a conscious agent, Agent Ruby remains an image of life, rather than 

life itself, an image of the performative. The Electronic Diaries provide documentary accounts 

of the emergence of all the artistic meaning making phenomena employed by Hershman Leeson. 

It recounts how the artist since her childhood would invent personae: ³In m\ ViWXaWion, Whe WUXWh 

was much more difficult to believe than anything I made up.´ Agent Ruby is the ultimate made-

up persona; unlike Roberta Breitmore, she does not exist in the form of a living person, while 

borrowing the impression of personality traits embodied personae possess. Agent Ruby is the 

ultimate apparatus demonstrating the impossibility of objective observation of an object, as 

interactions with Ruby reveal, there is nothing there behind the picture, web interface and 

³conYeUVaWion´ ZiWh iW. While the website used to converse with Ruby features a face resembling 

Tilda SZinWon¶V chaUacWeU in Teknolust, there is no illusion of indexicality as the work exists 

purely through being performed, and in the form of the server hosting it. No matter what form 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk WakeV, this ambivalent relationship to an ultimate originary referent²

buttressing the economy of representation²is remarkably consistently.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have read these Diaries WhUoXgh BaUad¶V agenWial UealiVm Wo beWWeU 

account for the entanglement of material circumstances and lived experience through which this 

Yideo WeVWimon\ iV peUfoUmed. B\ calling Xpon Whe ZoUk of HenUi BeUgVon and BaUad¶V opWicV of 

refraction, I wanted to help explicate how experience may be communicated in material form 

beyond the optics of representationalism alone.  

In a particularly poignant segment of the Diaries discussing the intergenerational legacy 

of trauma, the disembodied voiceover of the artist says: ³In Whe VWoU\ of Whe AUabian NighWV the 

magical cave that was filled ZiWh WUeaVXUe ZaV opened WhUoXgh Whe poZeU of a Vingle Yoice´ over 

a shot of waves crashing on a rocky shore. Here, the potential for agency in the face of seemingly 

uncontrollable forces takes the form of rocks remaining unmoved by the ocean battering, and the 

fabled possibility for the emerging of Whe agenc\ of a ³Vingle Yoice´ WhUoXgh inWUa-actions. The 

struggle for the emergence of agency in the battering waves of social circumstances and material 

situatedness haunts the Diaries. This passage from the electronic diaries also echoes the role of 

the voice in western metaphysics as Derrida called the metaphysics of presence (discussed in 

Chapter Three) yet also speaks (loudly) to the magic/power of the performative and its 

entanglement with matter. Through the recording and splicing of sound and video, an agential 

cut is performed, empowering the artist and the ones she interviews. Accessible, and easier to 

process than film, video provided the material possibility for these narratives to be disseminated. 
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Conclusion 

 

Working through eras of social change and technological innovation, Lynn Hershman 

Leeson has steadily produced technologically pioneering feminist work and enduringly 

meaningfXl peUfoUmanceV. Deplo\ed in a gUeaW YaUieW\ in media and liYe, HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

oeuvre exists as a palimpsest of code, embodied performance, genes, film, laser disc, 

photographs, stock ticker as well as artefacts. By skillfully blending an approach anchored in 

performativity to representationalism in her rendering of the life-like, she put forth her feminist 

politics by participating in a historical shift away from the belief in essential sovereign 

subjectivity to highlight the contingent, the embodied, and the performative. As a whole, 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V oeXYUe VhedV lighW on poliWical entanglement of bodies to subjectivities and 

materiality. As I have argued in Chapter Three, it also instantiates the ways in which 

peUfoUmaWiYiW\¶V poliWical poZeU ma\ come in paUW WhUoXgh iWV mimeViV of agenc\ oU fUeedom 

found in the concept of grace. 

In Chapter One, ³Setting the Stage,´ I conWe[WXaliVed HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk ZiWhin 

contemporaneous critical discussions surrounding the relationship of performance to materiality, 

technology, performativity, and feminiVm. I aUgXed WhaW Whe HeUVhman LeeVon¶V peUfoUmaWiYe 

approach set her apart from her feminist contemporaries¶ reliance on representationalist 

strategies, as well as the claims by performance artists such as Marina Abramovic of presence 

and its tUanVfoUmaWiYe poWenWial. DUaZing on KaUen BaUad¶V diVWincWion beWZeen peUfoUmaWiYiW\ 

and representationalism, I illustrated²through an analysis of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Self-Portrait 

as Another Person²how this work disturbs representationalist assumptions that depictions and 

other representations can accurately reflect a referent regardless of the contingencies involved in 
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the presumed atomized relationship between knower and known. I compared the Self-Portrait to 

the more explicitly representationalist approach foXnd in JXd\ Chicago¶V iconic feminiVW ZoUk 

The Dinner Party. Through this comparison I also asserted that the Self-Portrait and other work 

by Hershman Leeson worked to denaturalise understandings of mediations that assumed fixed, 

and autonomous subjects while foregrounding the contingencies and performativity of 

subjectivity years before they were theorised in the work of scholars, such as Judith Butler and 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. 

  In my analysis of Synthia Stock Ticker, I theorised hoZ HeUVhman LeeVon¶s performative 

approach manifested itself in electronic and cybernetic media. The aesthetic and political effects 

of the work owe less to an ability to depict or represent and more to the process the transduction 

of market data into aesthetic and narrative experience. Turning my attention to the multi-media 

manifeVWaWionV of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V landmaUk, years-long performance project of Roberta 

Breitmore, such as the 1995 Dollie Clones Tillie and CyberRoberta and Robota, I drew on 

DeUUida¶V concepW of iWeUabiliW\ (deYeloped in UeVponVe Wo AXVWin¶V Vpeech-act theory) to argue 

that they can be seen to function as complex systems of marks. They only appear to function as 

empirical marks; they are neither transparent nor opaque media but simply performative.  

Moving from this exploration of the performative modus operandi at work in Hershman 

LeeVon¶V oeXYUe, in chapter two²"Promises of Contact´²I discussed the longings for 

communion that accompanied both the historical era of Hershman LeeVon¶V eaUl\ caUeeU and Whe 

development of the new technologies used in her work. Concepts of liveness, global presence, 

and immediacy surrounding development in broadcasting in the 1960s found a manifestation in 

Self Portrait as Another Person, a portrait that explicitly expresses the desire to know everything 

about its beholder. A decade earlier, Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver¶V Mathematical 
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Theory of Communication had postulated noise to be an inherent feature to communication 

channels. With what I argued to be echoes to Platonic views on writing and liveness, Shannon 

and Weaver showed that material mediation between two communicants cannot convey the 

qualitative fullness of their utterances. I turned to the work of John Durham Peters to explore 

how many of the media used by Hershman Leeson have been viewed at the time of their 

emergence through this Platonic lens. In the context of art criticism, in the late twentieth century, 

anxieties about cybernetics manifested themselves in work, such as NicolaV BoXUUiaXd¶V 

influential Relational Aesthetics. I argued that this rejection of cybernetic mediation was 

VWUXcWXUall\ homologoXV Wo PlaWo¶V cUiWiqXe of ZUiWing oU, in BeUnaUd SWiegleU¶V ZoUdV, ³Whe 

VpaWialiVaWion of WempoUal e[peUience´188 and Wo HenUi BeUgVon¶V diVWincWion of dXUaWion aV a 

purely qualitative experience and rationalised and segmented spatialized time. In Chapter Two, I 

thus argued that performativity sidesteps these debates surrounding the opacity of mediation. 

With this framework, we can then see the difference between performativity and representation 

revealed as the difference between things that happen and things that depict, things that do and 

things that mirror. There is no need to worry about the reflectiveness of the mirror when no 

mirror is required. With that in mind, I compaUed HeUVhman LeeVon¶V Lorna Wo DaUa BiUnbaXm¶V 

Wonder Woman.  

In Chapter Three²"How to Do Things with Life´²I moved from exploring the 

performative pUoceVV occXUUing in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUk to exploring specifically her 

performative renderings of the life-like, which I define as an attempt in any medium to convey 

the feeling that an object resembles or behaves as a living being would. This is different from 

mere attempts to render likeness in a portrait where the inertness of the medium is taken for 

 
188 Stiegler, "The Participatory Condition Closing Keynote."  
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granted and is expected to be mirroring a clearly identified referent or sitter. The life-like is a 

different kind of illusionistic approach that performs the phenomenality of living bodies either by 

resembling them or appeaUing Wo behaYe oU ³Whink´ like Whem.  

My analysis of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V ZoUkV Olympia, Teknolust, Deep Contact, Difference 

Engine, Agent Ruby also included a discussion of contemporaneous aesthetics debates, Kantian 

aesthetics, and Bergsonian notions of duration, and led me to hypothesize that Hershman 

LeeVon¶V ZoUk VhoZV that performativity can be viewed as a mimesis of ZhaW I call ³grace as 

agency.´ PeformaWiYiW\¶V fUeedom fUom Whe dXWieV of UepUeVenWing oU coUUeVponding Wo a pUe-

e[iVWing objecW oU phenomenon iV VWUXcWXUall\ homologoXV Wo KanW¶V notion of freedom in the act 

of mimesis as extrinsic from any economic exchange. I showed how Michael Fried saw this 

freedom operating in modernist art and how he claimed the effects of presentness it produces are 

akin to divine grace, transcending the contingent and the circumstantial, the personal and the 

political. I noted that Bergson shed light on the qualitative features of grace as aesthetic 

experience, untethered from representation, segmentation, or rationalisation. Whether it is 

Bergson¶V aeVWheWic feeling of gUace oU FUied¶V Wheologicall\ inflicted presentness as grace or the 

freedom Kant sees in mimesis, these notions have the question of agency at their core, in the 

form of untetheredness from the economy of representation or the hypothesised absolute agency 

of a deiW\. PeUfoUmaWiYiW\¶V mimeViV of gUace aV agenc\ doeV not confer on the performer the 

power to transcend the vicissitudes of the politics of subjectivity and subject position; it allows 

artists and their public to behold what being afforded agency might feel and look like. It is this 

beholding, I argued, that instantiates the political potential of performative approaches in 

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V aUW pUacWiceV.  
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In Chapter Four, ³The Agency of a Single Voice,´ I moved from the mimesis of grace as 

agenc\ Wo Whe Za\V in Zhich agenc\ iV aUWicXlaWed in HeUVhman LeeVon¶V First Person Plural: 

L\QQ HHUVKPaQ¶V EOHFWURQLF DLaULHV. While discussing both the diegetic world of the film and 

Whe aUWiVW¶V diUecWoUial choiceV, I gUoXnded m\ diVcXVVion in KaUen BaUad¶V noWion of agential 

realism and her method of onto-epistem-olog\, WeVWing Whe noWion WhaW ³knoZing iV a maWeUial 

pUacWice of engagemenW aV paUW of Whe ZoUld in iWV diffeUenWial becoming.´189 I turned to this 

approach in my analysis of the Diaries and showed that while at first sight, they appear to 

resemble a banal chronologically ordered recollections of life events, they in fact complicate this 

assumption of a diary as a simple account or a testimony. The notion that they may mirror a 

paVVed UealiW\ Zhile aW Vome poinWV iV fXll\ embUaced b\ Whe aUWiVWV¶ diUecWoUial choiceV and 

narratives, the limitations of this documentary and representationalist approach are also voiced.  

I turned to the optical phenomenon of diffraction as discussed by Barad to explain the 

ways in which meaning is generated in the diaries. The diffractive model allowed me to view 

how the Diaries made events visible beyond the linear optics of reflection. In doing so I argued 

that while the Diaries do shed light on events and phenomena, they do so as an entanglement of 

temporally and physically disparate events in a non-linear fashion. If the Diaries are to be 

viewed as a phenomenon rather than a representation reflecting or mirroring the past, it is one 

within which agential cuts are enacted delineating the agencies of the persons interviewed, the 

artist herself, and all of WheVe VXbjecWV¶ relationships to the material world.  

HeUVhman LeeVon¶V feminist participation in the twentieth-century denaturalisations of 

sovereign subjectivity and transcendent aesthetics unfolded through relational and performative 

relationships among bodies, media, and meaning. While BaUad¶V notions of performativity and 

 
189 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 89. 
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agential realism hinge upon a divide that physicists in search of a theory of everything have to 

date failed to bridge between classical physics and quantum physics, the optics of reflection and 

diffraction, and the states of discrete objects and waves, a cloVe VWXd\ of HeUVhman LeeVon¶V 

navigating the tension, between representationalism and performativity can serve as a case study 

for the sketching of a theory of everything in art and aesthetics. A theory that reconciles art¶V 

representational vocation as a medium and its existence as performative process. 
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