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Performance art has interested ne for sone tine now,
particularly wonen artists using the form It was an

al nost unavoi dable fit, both by natural attraction and
necessity, with the firmclick of inevitability about it,
| ocks and tunblers sliding nicely into place. The guys,
who were painters, big painters, were real artists and

t hey hogged the Cedar Bar in New York and all the wall
space at the galleries too. Wnen, for the nost part
(Hel en Frankent hal er aside), couldn't find the point of
entry, maybe didn't have the sticking power, the
accoutrenents, the necessary talent, were insufficient
when it came to scal e and were happi est when they
acknow edged the way things really were, the way nature
and bi ol ogy neant themto be, recognizing that they did
not hing so well as when they were splendid, intelligent,
entertai ning, supportive, great good gals.

Maki ng the nost, then, of the materials they had at hand,
many wonen artists turned to performance and their nedi um
was what they'd been given; they used their bodies —no
wal | space, no stretchers required. | think of Carolee
Schneemann, whom her nale artist coll eagues referred to as
"The Body," using her fine physical self with intelligence
and rigour to question boundaries and identity and
politics, in fact. | think of Hannah WI ke, who docunent ed
external readings of self by adhering small vagi nas forned
fromchewed gumto her naked body, and of her al nost
unbear abl e courage later, in refusing to abandon her body
as subj ect and nediumwhen, fatally ill, it seenmed to be
abandoni ng her. And of Olan, the French theorist and
perfornmance artist, who, through extended nedi cal

I nterventions, insisted we recognize the self as a
construct and set about to change perceived notions of
beauty by having hers reconfigured to neet definitions she
could control.

Recently | had occasion to attend the perfornmances of



another artist; this extended performance took place in
two strip clubs in Wnnipeg. The artist was Charnai ne
Wieat | ey, a Canadi an who Iives and works in New York and
was here by invitation of Gallery 1.1.1. at the University
of Manitoba's School of Art. Now, what we saw was actually
only process, since the artist herself videotapes, or has
her appearance vi deot aped, and then | ater creates
installations in which the taped material plays a part.
Wiile the end stage of the work is interesting, what
engaged ny attention was the process segnent.

What |'mthinking about here is privacy and how today it
Is ararer coomodity than kryptonite. |I'mnot conpetent to
conmrent beyond specul ati on on the operations and

I mplications of digital communi cati ons and various cyber
survei | | ance nechani sns, except to say that the very
nature of involuntary observation and scrutiny nakes ne
uneasy. Not that | have anything to hide, you understand,
Its just that | prefer to do so —hide, that is. The
source of ny uneasi ness nay be as follows. Harkeni ng back
to the early days of tel ephones for donestic use in rural
areas, where all lines were shared and no conversati ons
private, ny nother has always nmaintained that it is unw se
to tell secrets, or anything private, on the tel ephone
because you can never be certain who is listening. Wth
this conviction she is at once behind and ahead of her
time. Her influence prevails.

Wth the bewildering proliferation of real-tine, real-life
vi deo surveillance prograns broadcast as entertai nnent

wi t hout plot save the apparently hypnotic banality of
sinple, daily existence, and the increasing use, speed and
facility of electronic record-keeping in all aspects of
our lives fromenpl oynent to nedical care, privacy and its
mai nt enance i s assuredly an issue. The scal e exceeds ne
but Charnmai ne Wheatl ey' s perfornance provides a context |
can at | east address.

What Wieatl ey did was dress in a provocative and revealing
manner: thigh-high white vinyl boots, short, easy-to-step
out-of denimskirt, a tied-in-front, white, fluffy-bodi ced
top, also easy to slip out of, and not nmuch el se beyond
her tousl ed blonde hair and attractive self. In |ocation
A, a downscale strip club, she |located herself at the bar,
wedgi ng between two nal e audi ence nenbers who, it could be
guessed, hadn't had anything as remarkabl e as what cane



next ever happen to thembefore. Certainly not its |iKke.
Charmai ne, chatting themup in her genui nely engagi ng
manner, slipped off her short fur coat. Fine. The guys

| ooked and returned their gaze to the stripper inches from
themon the bar stage. They | ooked and we, who knew it was
a performance in a reading that was different fromtheir
know edge of the performance, sat at two tables sone

di stance back. "W" were art critics, witers, art
students and artists, including two who wore vi deo caneras
Inside their coats. W were observing two perfornances;
the other patrons, only one. And this felt shy, which it
was.

Char mai ne si pped her white wine and slipped out of her
skirt, then pulled the tie on her top and there she was at
the bar in her vinyl boots. Then, there was the nmanager
and Charnmai ne's coat was draped over her and she was

hel ped out of the roomin a hurry and we, all of us

I ncluding the canera operators, left as well. Into our
cars to the next spot, bar B, an upscale strip club this
time, where the nanager was hi pper, nore into play, maybe
even irony, and Charnai ne was wel coned on stage to strip
and twirl on the post and toss clothing into the audi ence
with the pros. Again, the covert caneras roll ed.

| found the tandem events fascinating. The audi ences'
response coul d be the subject of a book or, at the very

| east, a study on behavi our and context. In bar A the

| ess posh of the two clubs, the manager, a short, bouncy
man, | ooked |ike he could be an off-hours accountant or
denti st and maybe he was. Wien he returned from escorting
Charmaine fromthe room in order to protect us from

| emdness or indecency no doubt, he gestured with his index
finger, nmaking circles at his tenple to suggest she was
crazy There, irony eluded hi mbecause what he was sayi ng
was that in a strip club only crazy people take off their
cl ot hes.

In club B the audi ence had been entertai ned by beautiful,
athl eti c young wonen whose bodi es were perfect, if thin as
a nail is perfect, and they'd remai ned cool, indifferent
alnost, to the strippers dancing in front of them
Charmai ne, who is attractive and young, is not athletic
and her proportions, while real, wouldn't qualify as
perfect or ideal. Wien she cane on stage the audi ence went
wi I d and when she took off her clothes there was heat in



the roomfor the first tine.

This is about privacy, | thought, because this involves
Inside and outside. | was finally getting to a definition
that nade sense for ne. The strippers had no cl othes on
but they weren't naked. They were working, they were slick
and professional, and what we saw was the outside only
Good for them | thought; they're keeping the inside

I nside and the outside mght as well have been behi nd

bul | et-proof glass, for all the apparent contact it
offered. But Charmaine was flushed, a little awkward and,
vol unt ari ness asi de, shy; there was no screen between her
and the audi ence. She had foregone privacy as an issue
entirely. What interested her was her response, their
response, and its docunentati on.

The sly part |1'd referred to earlier was that we (our
group) knew sonet hi ng everyone else didn't and with this
know edge we' d di stanced oursel ves. Al so, people have a
right to be confortable with their reactions, unguarded
and at ease, free fromscrutiny when they're at their

| ei sure, playing or when they're working and are |lawful in
their conduct. ['Il trust Charmaine's discretion; her
chosen formaside, | would bet she is discreet and woul d
find exploitation untenable.

An individual's sense of privacy, their entitlenent to it,
Isn't sonething that's easy to identify. Technol ogi es can
slip and flicker through this |ine of personhood, which

shoul d be inviolable but is inpossible to fix or even see.

It's inpractical now and possibly futile to deny that the
state and corporations and agenci es gather infornmation
about us as individuals or groups, and assess and coll ate
It and draw conclusions that buttress a particul ar
position or fuel a desired and irresistible economc
argunent. The argunent that presented itself to ne later
that night as | tried to shake the cigarette snoke from ny
clothes was that privacy is really a question of the

di stinction between inside and outside (the performng
body carried the nessage), and finally, what's voluntary
and what is not.
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