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NEIL EMMERSON: inbabir me (like a memory)

This installation comprises a total of 20 units with the
possibility of various modes of assembly.

10 frames and 10 panels measuring:

210x 210 em (x4

210x (50 em  (x4)

210x 90cm (xh)

210x 60 e (x)

210x 30cm (x4

Mixed media on paper and wood
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SCENE 1

Modernism, at least that modernism that Michael Fried cham-
pioned in the late sixties, could not tolerate theatricality. Tt was
Minimalism’s objecthood that became the historical focus of
Fried’s malediction against theatrical art. Characterised as non-
art or by a literalist sensibility, Minimalism’s theatricality was
Late Modernisim’s pornography. With its obsession with the
body /n sitn, it left nothing to the imagination. It was too
physical, too here and now. Worst of all it was much too
contingent for the high moral ground of late modernist dogma
which sought in universal form, a presence next to godliness. A
war was declared against the theawical in art. Indeed, it was the
war itself that constituted the very phenomena of the modern
aesthetic experience. ‘It is the overcoming of theatre’, Fried
wrote in Art and Objecthood, ‘that modernist sensibilicy finds
most exalting and that iv experiences as the hallmark of high art
in our time’.!

Nor has Fried been persuaded to relinquish the theatrical/
anti-theatrical nexus by the chailenges issued by postmodernism.’
The conceptual space established by 4rt and Objecthosd has not
so much been displaced as it has been problematised by the
space berween the arts or textuality. The deconstruction of the
theatrical binary has not taken place and instead has become an
aporia, for it seems that it is only a matter of dialectical time
before the anti-theatrical aufbebung will lift good art from the bad
and through a masterful trajectory in which are desires a secular
state of grace, arc will enter the kingdom of presence and

vanquish the theatre once and for all.?

SCENE II

What is most striking when one enters Neil Emmerson’s large
concertinascreen isits theatricality. Part of Emimerson’s memory
is art historical. Fle pays due respect to the signifying force of
repetition and size which made of the Minimalist work a stage
and actors out of viewing subjects. But a repetition which
expands and contracts in size along a deductive and attenuated
sequence of differentiation makes of Emmerson a size queenin
ways that have to be accounted for in philosophically unconven-
tional ways. The subject position of the Minimalist body has
been remade and with itisa reworking of the phenomenoiogical
bady which so eramoured the Minimalists to the writings of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Emmerson is asking vou to occupy a
rherorical body which does not move within/out the engen-
dered, non-sexual and ostensibly neutral body of minimalist
perception or visisn. Itis a body splayed across wisuality.! What
this reconfiguration proffers is an understanding of the gay
body as style. And style — how one works the specifically gay
body into art or makes of this subjectivity a sign — is theatrical
through and through.

Emmerson’s work answers Fried’s imagined aporia by re-
course to a frame of reference which is not, strictly speaking,
odern or postmodern, The relationship between this body and
the theatre alludes to a more troublesome theorisation of the
body found in the post-asylum writings of Antonin Artaud. For

Artaud, as much as for Emmerson, theatricality and the body

are one and the same thing. Artaud would never cease to make
his project for the Theatre of Cruelty move through what he
called ‘the menacing,/ never tiring/ presence of my own body™,
and to find there, a ‘foundation in the non-outside,/ the impo-
sition of the outside whiclh sleeps,/ like an inside ...".* So too,
with Emmerson’s body. ktis hir bady that you are inhabiting and,
like Artaud, the inside and the outside have become doubtful
borders which would otherwise categorically limit the interior
from the exterior or the modern from the postmodern. The
work is an invocation of an irresolute place where theatricality
and flesh adhere in decidedly heterogeneous ways. Theatrical-
ity ‘must traverse and restore “existence” and “flesh” in each of
their aspects. Thus, what can be said of the body can be said of
the theater’.”

But what we can say about this alleged restoration is by no
means assured of a logic which privileges the mind over matter,
nor one which encounters the body as a biological entity.
Artaud’s theory of theatricality is fraught with a logic that
moves constantly between a desire to make of representation a
living theatre and the impossibility of such a life lived by the
sign.* Emmerson answers this impossibility with a tautology.
Tnbabit me ({ike @ menory) is already the deferment of an erst-
while body.” The passage of recollection is always a movement
from body to sign or from sign to body and thus has its own
strange semiotic rules. Memory transforms the libidinal surface
of the body into hermeneutical strategies. “These marks’, writes
Allen §. Weiss, ‘transform lived time into [art] historical des-
tiny, where the past (as memory and the unconscious) ordains
the future.”® Like the theatre of cruelty, Emmerson’s body has

yet begun to exist.

SCENE III

Etham Mauden once wrote tharon the night Talullah Bankhead
went on stage, the whole warld turned gay. Well at least it
surned gay for those of us willing to accepr that the theatre/body
rapprochement has a particular and sexvally significant func-
tion in gay male cuiture. For gay men the theatricalisation of the
body has been an historically powerful arena in which to
unmake the sanctioned zones of the body and display them in
ways which subwvert the given assumptions between procreative
sexuality and hetero-normality. But perhaps ‘unmake’ is the
wrong word to use for what Emmerson is doing here. He is not
undressing and then cross-dressing the body. He is inventing it.

To ‘unmake’ 2 body would infer that he is adopting pre-
scribed representational models for the body like the one
provided by Freud in Essays on the Theory of Sexnality. Emmerson’s
habitation is not structured by a desire which sublimates the
oral, anal and geniel dialectic of Freud’s theory and then turns
it around to fit, more precisely, gay male desire. Emmerson’s
use of the ace of spades is a ruse. It might be seen to stand in for
a schemata of the body (the so called glory holes are propor-
tioned to fit genital alignment) but the ace of spades is also
involved in a game where the rules change to fit the circum-
stances of the state of play. The ace of spades approximates a gay

body and is remembered as a tautology since it is constantly

undergoing redefinition through the force of play, passion and
contingency. This gay body is ‘actvalised as a playground™
where, as Adrienne Rich wrote, ‘whatever we do together is
pure invention’."? For gay men, however, the games we invent
to reconcile our bodies to our desires can have mortal conse-
quences. The canalisation of the outside skin seen from the
inside, like a lesion, holds the transparency of self and surface up
to the gaze.

Similarly, the mirroring that divides this two-sided habita-
tion is a red (and blue) herring. You are not inhabiting the
discursive space of the mirror reflection shown by Lacan to be
congtitutive of those formative years. You are enclosed within
the surface area of a body in which the skin hasbeen peeled back
toreveal the lining of the rectas abdominius resplendent in ivs pink
and blue meaty glory. You are in a space that always refers back
to the surface from the surface. It’s an inscriptec? surface where
symbolic depth and absence have given way to a field of libidinal
intensities or what Artaud would call ‘preserre’? It is a field
which encloses you like the warm embrace of an anal glove and
whose affective power isaugmented by an anal ﬁ}emory layered

under the skin of decoration turned mascular.

SCENE IV

Whart doesitmean to turn the gay body intaa sign? Notjustany
body but a collective bady whose determinate metaphors could
be either ‘the excessive visibility of a doubly “phallic” encoun-
ter’, or a memory of the anus encountered as a genital integu-
ment. There is a scarcity of obviously phallic signifiers in
Emmerson’s enclosure, but itis there in the swelling of the ace
of spades. The doubling up of phallic encounter is precisely
that: an encounter motivated by a swelland notrigidity (like two
combative swords). The phallusisa blue veined, skinned surface
swelling to the touch of other skinned surfaces. This is what
makes it swell. The touch of the surface on other surfaces,
sometimes from the inside.

Just as the phallus has relinquished its significance as a
panegyrised symbolic appendage, the anus imaged as a glory
hole, has relinquished its negative power as a socially abject
hole-to-be-filled. Tt is encountered not as lack, but as a surface.
Itisa transition zone which turns penetration into a meeting of
two lived surfaces. Emmerson has resisted the rhetoric of the
anoamenti sori which would open memory up, so o speak, to
Freud’s anus. That would smell oo much of lack and flling
holes, of fetishistic negativity and death.

Instead, he has allowed the layered, decarative surface to
build up its own affecrive intensity so that gay specificity is
formulated through a concurrence of contiguous sking or a
double epidermis that moves between phallic and anal
{mem){branes). Memory, not limited to the mind and like
desire, plays across 4 somatised surface producing loci of
intensities. For gay men, remembering is sometimes an itch
berween the epidermis and derma of a rim which needs other
skins in order to give itself a name. This itch and its encounters

is what we might call anal memory.

FINALE

Neil Emmerson has produced a space in which somatic memory
is induced by what Artaud calls *a criminal incitement of may-
be’. It was in the theatre of cruelty that Artaud could stage the
body’s undoing froma ‘premeditation of non-being’. Inasmuch
as gay sexual identity is given over to the discourse of non-being
orother, and given that theatricality is a mode of representation
historically specific to gay culture, Artaud is an invaluable peer
for gay men. Like Artaud, Emmerson can make ‘human anatomy

dance ...

Robert Schubert 1993
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