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The m ost  com prehensive and focused interview of OÕGrady to date, 
this Q & A by a Duke Universit y doctoral candidate benefited from  the 
slowness of the em ail form at , the African Am erican fem inist  scholarÕs 
deep familiarity with OÕGradyÕs work, and their personal fr iendship. 
 

* * * *  
 
 
I n Novem ber 1 998, Courtney Baker interviewed O'Grady fo r a  
paper fo r a perfo rm ance class with Krist ine St iles at  Duke. The 
St iles p aper was t o b e the fi rst  o f t wo p apers:  the second, fo r a 
sym posium  t he fo llowing sem ester, would address OÕGradyÕs 
m ore r ecent  work. The current  p aper  w ould contain basic 
research fo r t he second and b e l im ited t o o lder w ork. 
 
 

Baker:  As a set up, the two pieces I want to focus on are 
Mlle Bourgeoise Noire and Nefertiti/Devonia Evangeline, 
mostly because there is more written on those pieces and 
I feel I have a better handle on them.  Do you think this is 
okay, or am I remiss in leaving out some of your other 
performance work? 
 
OÕGrady:  I  understand w hy y ouÕd k now m ore about  t hose t wo. 
Art  I s. .  . ,  t he p arade p iece I  d id i n Harlem , w as intent ionally l ess 
well k nown as I  d id i t  b asically outside t he art  world. But  Rivers, 
First  Draft ,  a  kind o f Òthree r ingÓ p erform ance in Central Park, 
which only t hose w ho w ere t here w ere able t o see, has b ecom e 
m ore interest ing t o m e as I  l ook b ack. I tÕs t he m ost  Òfem inistÓ 
piece I  ever d id. I  k now y ou m inored in w om enÕs studies, and 
you m ight  like t o t ake a l ook at  whatÕs left  o f i t ,  som e 
photographs and a script .  
                                            
*  BakerÕs quest ions were sent  on Novem ber 20,  1998,  and OÕGradyÕs answers were 
returned on Novem ber 26. 



 
 I n Rivers, First  Draft ,  t here i s a m om ent  w hereÑ aft er 
playing around in t he cast le ( up t he hill) ,  t hen leaving t o fi nd 
herself and h er p lace;  and aft er b eing r aped b y t he Debauchees 
on h er w ay d own t he h illÑ the Wom an in Red g oes into t he Black 
Art istsÕ r oom  ( a d oor p laced on t he h ill,  b ehind w hich t hree b lack 
m ale art ists are s tanding and crouching) . But  w hen the Wom an 
in Red enters, t he b lack m ale ar t ists toss h er around and t hrow 
her out  sum m arily and r oughly. She looks around d azed, t hen 
inst inct ively d escends fu rther d own the h ill,  st ill t rying t o fi nd h er 
way. ThereÕs a white stove at  t he b ot tom  w hich, t o h er, echoes 
her m otherÕs w hite k it chen o n t he o ther side o f t he st ream . She 
paints i t  r ed i n an at tem pt  t o m ake i t  h er own. 
 
 These act ions are a not - so-m etaphor ic d escript ion o f w hat  
happened t o m e autobiographically:  d r ift ing i n t he l osing b at t le 
to p lease u npleasable p arents ( the w ay abused k ids d o, b ecause 
they h ave n o p erspect ive, see n o alternat ive) , t hen p artying 
absent ly, w ithout  a selfÑ nobody h om e. Aft er a  w hile ( a l ong 
while) ,  i f y ou h ave any b rains a t  a ll,  you can see t he em pt iness 
of i t ,  can t ell t hat  w ith y our i nevitably d im inishing l ooks, y ouÕve 
crossed over fr om  u sing t o b eing u sed. You g o in search o f y our 
self.  There are m issteps a long the way. I f y ouÕre a w om an, 
thereÕs always t he t em ptat ion t o p lay t he m enÕs g am e, b y t heir 
rules.  
 
 At  t he t im e o f t he p er fo rm ance, I  w as st ill i nvolved w ith 
Just  Above Midtown. The g allery w as d om inated b y w hat  w e 
Ògir lsÓ u sed t o call t he Òlocker r oom  b oysÓÑ David Ham m ons, 
Houston Conwill,  e tc.,  e tc. A fe w o f t hose g uys actually p layed 
the ÒBlack Art ist sÓ in t he p erfo rm ance:  George Mingo, Noah 
Jem ison, and Lorenzo Pace. At  JAM, t he at t itudes o f t he m en 
were l ike t hose in the civil r ights m ovem ent :  w om enÕs p lace was 
prone o r, a t  l east ,  n ot  talking t oo m uch, and i f p ossible, t yping 
out  g rant  applicat ions fo r t hem . Above a ll,  w om en ar t ists werenÕt 
supposed t o b e t oo successfu l,  t oo g ood. When t he JAM crowd 
cam e t o t he p erfo rm ance in the p ark , i t  w as t he m om ent  w here 
the Black Art ists t hrew m e out  t hat  t hey fo und m ost  shocking, 
som e t old m e later.  I  w as saying w hat  I  t hought , and they 
werenÕt u sed t o t hat .   
 



Q:  Re Mlle. Bourgeoise Noire:   You mentioned in the 
Linda Montano interview that the milieu at the Afro-
American Abstraction show was inspiring, but the art was 
disappointing. What was the crowd like and how did you 
sense they were "more" than the art being shown? 
 
A:  What  I  r em em ber w as h ow b eaut iful they w ere and t he way 
they were d ressed. While I  could see t hat ,  i n o r igin, t hey w ere 
m ost ly b ourgeois, t hey d idnÕt  at  all d ress w ith t hose r eferents, 
with l ooks d ictated b y l abels o r m isguided p ropriety. They h ad 
independent  im ages o f them selves;  i nstead o f fo llowing fa shion-
fascist  m agazines, t hey r efl ected t heir own aesthet ic i deas. One 
m an w as d ressed in white fr om  h ead t o fo ot ,  w hile som e w om en 
were g ot  u p w ith w ildly b r ight  fa brics and fe athers and eccentr ic 
m akeup even though i t  w as a l ate winter Sunday a ft ernoon. I Õd 
never seen anything l ike i t  b efo re, w hole r oom s fu ll o f b lack 
people i gnoring t he d ictates o f c lass and t heir p eers. I  t hink that  
I  w as r esponding t o t heir i ntelligence and independence even 
m ore t han to t heir a t t ract iveness,.  For t he fi rst  t im e, I  fe lt  
socially NOT ALONE.  
 
 I tÕs h ard, o f c ourse, t o r em em ber a p ure fi rst  im pression. I  
later g ot  t o k now m any o f t hose p eople as colleagues and, i n 
som e cases, close fr iends. I  canÕt b e sure i f I  s ized up t he work 
as b ourgeois t hat  sam e d ay, t hat  i s t o say, as so m uch t am er 
than their p ersonal s tyle. But  I  think I  d id. Though I  d idnÕt  k now 
as m uch about  art  as I  d o n ow, i t  w as h ard n ot  to see h ow 
repressed m ost  o f i t  was, h ow m uch on i ts b est  b ehavior. The b ig 
except ion t hen, as n ow, w as t he i nstallat ion b y David Ham m ons. 
Even t he Òlynch f ragm entsÓ o f M el Edwards, w here h e t wists 
m etal i n m em ory o f s laveryÕs shackles and chains, fe lt  to m e 
inoffe nsive and w ithout  r isk. 
 
Q:  Why did MBN have to speak?  (This is kind of a 
simplistic question, but I think your response would be 
interesting.) 
 
A:  I tÕs n ot  sim plist ic,  o f c ourse, and i tÕs not  som ething t hat  
I Õve r eally t hought  about  b efo re. MBN w as crazy, w asnÕt she? 
crazy and u ncool.  At  t he sam e t im e, and n ot  cont radictor ily,  she 
was avant  and u lt ra-hip. The t hing about  MBN i s t hat ,  fo r m e, 



sheÕs t he p lace w here the theoret ical becom es u ncom fo rtably 
personal.  
 
 But  t hen, b eing crazy n ever s topped anyone fr om  d oing 
good w ork. One r esult  o f h aving b een a d isturbing i ntervent ion i n 
m y p arentsÕ w ell-organized l ives w as t hat  i t  w as b ad enough t hat  
I  w as t here, t hey d idnÕt  w ant  actually  t o h ave to p ay at tent ion to 
m e. I  w ould ask q uest ions and n obody w ould answer m e. I  w ould 
interrupt  d iscussions to cont r ibute som ething b rilliant  ( even at  
the age o f fi ve! ) ,  and t hey w ould g et  annoyed and sm ack m e. I t  
drove m e crazy, l iterally.  But  I  never  stopped, I  k ept  on i nsist ing 
on b eing h eard, w hich w ould r esult  i n t erm inal anger b eing 
directed m y w ay. You would t hink I Õd h ave learned, b ut  I  d idnÕt . 
 
 Later, i n the world b eyond t he f am ily, t he silencing was in 
som e w ays worse. As a y oung p erson and t hen an adult  w ho was 
always Òthe fi rst  b lack wom an t o. .  . Ó I  confr onted a culture t hat  
seem ed t o fe el I  w as lucky j ust  t o b e t here, t hat  I  should shut  u p 
and n ot  t ry t o b e h eard. But  o utside the fa m ily, I  adopted a 
diffe rent  t echnique:  I  m outhed o ff a nd t hen r an away, I  w ouldnÕt 
wait  fo r t he anger t o com e at  m e. By t he t im e I  entered the art  
world, I Õd a lready d one so m uch r unning awayÑ fr om  careers, 
fr om  fa m ily, fr om  r elat ionshipsÑ I  k new t hat  i f I  shouted n ow, I  
would h ave to stand st ill.  
 
 I n 1 980 w hen I  fi rst  d id MBN, t he sit uat ion fo r b lack avant-
garde art  was u nbelievably stat ic.  For m ost  p eople, t he concept  
of b lack avant-garde art  w as an oxym oron. Here w as a p lace 
where y ou r an up against  t he b aldest  confu sions and d enials 
about  b lack classÑ not  j ust  o n t he p art  o f w hites b ut  o f b lacks 
too. Avant-garde art  i s m ade b y and fo r a  m iddle-class ( and 
m ore occasionally, an u pper class) ;  i tÕs a p roduct  o f v isual 
t raining and r efi ned intellectualizat ion. So h ow could b lacks fi t  
into t he equat ion? You h ave t o r em em ber t hat  was st ill a  t im e 
(m ost ly b ehind u s n ow, t hank God)  o f n aivetŽ and unfluid 
defi nit ions, w here a ll b lacks w ere assum ed t o b e l ower and 
under-class;  and any who w ere n ot  were considered t o b e 
inauthent ic Òoreos,Ó t he expression u sed t hen. The saddest  p art  
was h ow confu sed b lack art ist s t hem selves w ere, h ow seem ingly 
incapable o f t heorizing t heir sit uat ion. They b elieved in w hat  they 
were d oing, b ut  a t  t he sam e t im e t hey w ere afr aid t o p resent  i t  



fo r w hat  i t  w as. You h ad t his weird spectacle o f m iddle-class 
adult  ar t ists t rying t o p ass as st reet  kids. And a lways the 
pressure, t hat  m ainst ream  a rt ist s d onÕt h ave to fe el,  t o b e 
ÒrelevantÓ t o t he Òcom m unity,Ó w hatever t hat  i s.  No w onder t he 
work and t he a rt ist s t hem selves seem ed stuck, w ait ing t o b e 
seen, t o b e r ecognized, t o b e l et  i n. And n o w onder, t oo, t hat  so 
m uch o f t he work w as caut ious and f earfu l.  
 
 There was always h ope, o f c ourse. Linda Bryant , t he 
founder and d irector o f JAM, h ad lost  h er space on 5 7th St reet .  
Aft er a  y ear i n l im bo, sheÕd r elocated t o Franklin St reet  i n 
Tribeca. The n ew g allery w as d own the st reet  fr om  Franklin 
Furnace, around t he corner fr om  Art ists Space, and a few b locks 
up fr om  Creat ive Tim e:  Tribeca w as alternat ive space cent ral.   
 
 I  w asnÕt aware o f a ll t hat ,  t hough. I  j ust  k new t hat  JAM h ad 
provided m ost  o f t he art ists fo r t he Afr o-Am erican Abst ract ion 
show a t  PS 1 , so I  signed on as a v olunteer. I  w anted t o b e n ear 
those p eople. While o thers renovated t he space, d id t he fl oors, 
raised t he w alls, e tc.,  I  w orked on p ublicity.  One p hone call I  
m ade w as to t he New Yorker, t o see if t hey w ould l ist  the spaceÕs 
opening show, Out law Aesthet ics. They h ad n ot  l isted JAM 
previously. I Õll n ever fo rget  t he sarcasm  in t he v oice o f the 
wom an w ho answered t he p hone. 
 
 She said:  ÒShe always p uts t it les on her shows, d oesnÕt 
she?Ó Not  g ood, I  t hought  t o m yself.  But  I  d idnÕt  t ell Linda. The 
opening o f t he Out law Aesthet ics show w as when Mlle Bourgeoise 
Noire appeared fo r t he fi rst  t im e. 
 
 I Õd n aively t hought  h er r esponse w as j ust  New Yorker 
snobbishness. Later I  r ealized t hat  t he d ism issive at t itude w as 
everywhere. MBN appeared at  t he New Museum  in Septem ber 
1981. That  Novem ber, ARTnews Magazine had an 1 1-page ar t icle 
ent it led ÒNew Faces in Alternat ive Spaces.Ó The p ages were 
chock- fu ll o f p hotos and d iscussions of PS 1 , Franklin Furnace, 
Art ists Space, t he Kit chen, t he New Museum , and o thers. But  not  
a single m ent ion o f Linda Bryant , JAM, o r o f a ny o f t he art ists 
(David Ham m ons, Senga Nengudi,  Howardena Pindell,  Maren 
Hassenger, Houston Conwill,   A l Loving, Randy William s, Fred 
Wilson, e tc.,  e tc.)  w hoÕd showed t here. Not  one l ine. Not  even in 



passing. I n spite o f a ll t he w ork Linda h ad d one in h elping t o 
found t he Downtown Consor t ium  o f a lternate art  spaces. I n spite 
of h er o rganizing and h ost ing t he D ialogue exhibit ion and 
perfo rm ance series, fo r w hich Nefert it i/ Devonia Evangeline was 
created. 
 
 Whatever hole b lack avant-garde ( m iddle-class)  art  h ad 
fa llen i nto, i t  was st ill t here. And i t  w ould stay t here unt il t he 
season o f 1988-89, w hen j ust  as arbit rar ily i t  w ould em erge, 
brought  t o l ight  b y t he n eeds o f the white art  w orld. 
 
 MBN t r ied again, i n 1 983;  n ot  with a gown and a shouted-
out  p oem , b ut  t his t im e b y curat ing The Black and White Show at  
Kenkeleba. I t  w as another shout  that  d isappeared w ithout  b eing 
heard. 
 
Q:  Do you think a black man could have pulled the MBN 
performance off? Personally, I could only envision a black 
queen doing it which I think speaks to a need in my mind 
for the voice that interrupts to be marginalized within the 
black (art) community/discourse. 
 
A:   I n an answer above, I  t r ied t o i ndicate how m arginalized t he 
black fe m ale v oice was in t he b lack art  w orld a t  the t im e I  d id 
MBN. I n a  w ay, i t  w as a situat ion som ewhat  l ike t hat  o f t he 
earlier b lack l iterary era, w hen wom enÕs v oices w ere d om inated 
by t he Richard Wrights, Ralph Ellisons and Jam es Baldwins ( of 
course, t he l at ter w as a b lack q ueen) . Later, o f c ourse, t he 
literary tables w ere t urned b y Morr ison, Walker, Bam bara, e t  a l.  
I Õm  n ot  sure I  u nderstand y our q uest ion.  A re y ou t hinking o f t he 
current  m om ent , w hen b lack w om enÕs v oices l ike t hose o f L orna 
Sim pson, Carr ie Mae Weem s, Adrian Piper seem  t o b e sim ilar ly 
fo regrounded in v isual art? 
 
 I  should say t hat ,  at  t he t im e, I  h ad m ixed support  w ithin 
the b lack art  world fo r MBN. My closest  fr iends, as w ell as David 
Ham m ons and even som eone l ike Jean-Michel Basquiat  ( but  h e 
was an outsider) ,  t hought  i t  was g reat . But  m any t hought  i t  was 
Òtoo h arshÓÑ that  w as one cr it icism  I  heard. And m ost  p eople 
hated the i dea o f t he costum e, t he w ay i t  fo cused on class 
issues. 



 
 St ill,  y our i dea o f t he b lack q ueen i s an i nterest ing one. I  
m ay b e w rong, b ut  I  t hink a q ueen d oing t hat  p erfo rm ance today 
would h ave r oughly t he sam e im pact  o f m y d oing i t  t henÑ shock 
and d ism ay on t he p ar t  o f b lacks ( Afr ican Am erican culture is st ill 
pret ty h om ophobic) ,  am usem ent  and d ism issal on t he p art  o f 
whites. I Õd l ike t o see i t ,  though. I f I  h adnÕt sold t he costum e, I  
would certainly l end i t  t o him  ( if i t  could fi t ) .  
 
Q:  What were you trying to evoke through your use of the 
costume, a costume that represented the trappings of the 
most quintessentially bourgeois practice in both white and 
black American culture?  It seems clear that MBN was 
mocking the artists' bourgeois art, but at the same time, 
the irony of the hyper-bourgeois black _woman_ (the 
infinitely silent and compliant figure in art and Western 
civilization) making radical demands seems tremendously 
poignant. 
 
A:   Poignant , Courtney? DonÕt y ou m ean ÒsuicidalÓ? 
 
 As fo r w hat  I  w as t rying to evoke, I  t hink I  w as j ust  t rying 
to m ake t he i nvisible v isible. Trying t o r em ind b lack art ists o f 
where they cam e fr om , t o cut  t hrough t he d enial.  And t rying t o 
m ake t he white ar t  w orld aware o f the Òauthent icÓ b asis o f b lack 
avant-garde ar t ,  t o i llum inate t he oxym oron.  
 
 I  should ask you, Courtney:  h ow m uch h as t he situat ion 
turned around in t he l ast  d ecade? At  what  l evel,  and t o what  
extent ,  d o t hey k now that  w e exist? 
 
Q:  Why did you need to create an alternate persona? 
 
A:  I  t hink t he answer to t his q uest ion i s im plicit  i n t he p revious 
quest ion y ou asked m e. ÒThe i rony o f t he h yper-bourgeois b lack 
wom an ( the i nfi nitely silent  and com pliant  fi gure i n art  and 
Western civilizat ion)  m aking r adical dem ands... .Ó Of c ourse I  
needed som eone t o b lam e i t  on. I  d idnÕt  d o i t ,  SHE d id i t .  
 
Q:  The guerrilla aspect of MBN's appearance is a 
significant part of the JAM and New Museum pieces.  What 



do you make of her eventual invitation to events? 
 
A:  This i s som ething t hat  I Õve r esigned m yself t o. I  t hink 
youÕre t alking about  t he r ecognit ion sheÕs r eceived since t hen, 
the Wadswor th Atheneum  show, t he purchase b y t he Nortons, 
etc. At  t he t im e, t here w ere a fe w invitat ions, b ut  aft er t he one 
fo r t he Downtown Consor t ium , I  r efu sed t hem . She w as about  
r ight ing w rongs, n ot  d oing shows. The later recognit ion, t hatÕs 
som ething e lse. 
 
 I tÕs fu nny. I  a lways t hought  she w as unsuccessfu l,  b ecause 
nothing she d id changed anything. But  t hen I  d iscovered she h ad 
an after life  as a  m yth. I Õm  n ot  sure I  know w hat  exact ly i t  
consists o f ( itÕs p robably w ay too soon t o fi gure t hat  o ut ) ,  b ut  i tÕs 
there. You are helping t o w rit e i t ,  arenÕt  y ou? The m yth will n ever 
be w hat  I  i ntended, b ut  i t  w ill b e som ething e lse t hatÕs r eal.  
 
 Between t he p erfo rm ance and i ts fr uit ion i n m yth, t hough, 
thereÕs b een another m om ent  with which I  h avenÕt b een ent irely 
thr illed. ThatÕs t he p eriod sheÕs spent  as an em pty signifi er,  i n 
which h er existence was captured and conveyed b y m eans o f a 
single, i conic p hotoÑ you k now the o ne I  m ean, t he one o f h er 
shout ing t hat  was r eprinted everywhere. I n t hat  im age, I  t hink 
the cr it ique w as r educed t o one o f c lass, and the subt let ies o f t he 
cr it ique o f t he ar t  w orld g ot  l ost  ( the poem s w ere seldom  
quoted) . At  t he Atheneum , I  h ad t he costum e u nder p lexi,  and 
im ages and t exts fr om  t he p erfo rm ances on the w all,  so t hey h ad 
the d esired im pact . But  I Õve j ust  seen t he costum e installed i n 
the Nor tonÕs collect ion, and once again MBN seem s r em oved 
fr om  h er o r iginal i ntent ions to b ecom e an art ifact ,  a lbeit  a 
suggest ive one. I n the end, I  d onÕt k now w hat  t o think. I tÕs a 
com e and g o t hing, r eally,  one over which I  h ave l it t le cont rol.  
 
 I  h ave t his fe eling t hat  b eyond w hat  I  t hought  w as t he 
m eaning, som ewhere b etween t he m yth and w hat  n ew audiences 
m ake o f i t ,  a  n ew m eaning i s b eing created. And t hatÕs p robably 
the w ay i t  should b e. ThatÕs w hat  a rt  is,  n o? 
 
Q:  Re:  Nefertiti/Devonia Evangeline—In pairing images 
of Devonia with images of Queen Nefertiti were  you trying 
to say something about class?  You mentioned in an 



interview that you were criticized (or feared being 
criticized) for equating your (sister's) family with royalty. 
 
A:   W ell,  o f c ourse, I  w as. I n t he b eginning, I  w as a lways t rying 
to say som ething about  class. I n those d ays, p re-Jeffe rsons, p re-
Cosby, i tÕs h ard t o im agine h ow invisible t he existence o f c lass 
was. But  l uckily I  w as a lso talking about  o ther things, o r t he 
im ages w ouldnÕt cont inue t o l ive. The d eepest  m ot ivat ion fo r 
N/ DE w as m y d esire to say som ething about  sibling r ivalry and 
its obverse, h ero worship, and t he w ays in w hich b oth are 
affe cted b y d eath. Then there w as m y u sual need t o cr it ique 
Western art  h istory ( here, sub-division:  Egyptology) . I t  w as 
another o f m y overdeterm ined art  p ieces. But  without  t hose 
uncanny r esem blances, I  d onÕt t hink I  could/ would h ave said 
anything. 
 
 At  one level,  I Õd b een as f rust rated b y t he t eacher p oint ing 
to t he m ap o f A fr ica and saying, ÒChildren, t his i s Afr ica, a ll 
except  t his, and t his i s t he Middle East ,Ó as t he n ext  b lack k id. So 
to t hat  extent ,  t he p iece was Afr ocentr ic.  
 
 But  even t he m ost  cursory g lance at  Egypt ian culture ( the 
st ructure o f k ingship, r eligion, e tc.)  is enough t o convince one o f,  
at  t he l east ,  an Afr ican subst ratum . The d enial o f t his i s on the 
level o f w hite histor iansÕ r efu sal t o entertain evidence fo r Thom as 
Jeffe rson fa thering Sally Hem ingsÕ k idsÑ you are not  d ealing w ith 
rat ionality h ere. Nevertheless, i t  w as annoying t o h ave m y w ork 
lum ped w ith sim plist ic Afr ocent r ic argum ents:  i .e.,  l ineage as 
som e sort  o f r idiculous salvat ion rather t han as a sign o f 
com plexity. 
 
 I  h ave o ft en t hought  t hat  i f I Õd com e across a fa m ily p hoto 
album  in a fl ea m arket  with equally r em arkable r esem blances t o 
m y own fa m ily, i t  w ould h ave sparked m y im aginat ion j ust  as 
well.   
 
 But  t hat  i tself r aises a set  o f i nterest ing q uest ions:  How 
m ight  such a  fo und a lbum  h ave com e into b eing? Where m ight  i t  
have com e fr om ? What  would t he f am ilyÕs r acial com posit ion and 
class h ave b een? I f,  as I  b elieve, w e do inhabit  a  w orld w here 
hybridity i s a  n orm , t hen t he fa m ily set t ing o ff t hose 



resem blances could as easily have b een a white as a b lack one. 
But  t he class q uest ion i s a  b it  m ore t r icky. While i t  n eednÕt h ave 
been r oyal o r even a ristocrat ic, I  t hink i t  w ould h ave r equired a 
sophist icated fa m ily t o p roduce r esponses so i ntense. 
Com parisons w ith a w orking-class o r peasant  fa m ily t oo easily 
m ight  h ave b ecom e academ ic i n the worst  w ay. 
 
Q:  Re:  performance in general—If the performance art 
space was supposed to be liminal, did the appearance of a 
black female performance artist expose a latent hypocrisy 
in performance art in the 80s? 
 
A:  Ooops, Courtney. .  .  I  m ay n eed y ou t o clar ify  t his q uest ion. 
My p roblem  i s w ith t he w ord Òlim inal.Ó I  h onest ly d onÕt r em em ber 
what  i t  m eans t heoret ically.  I  v aguely r ecall t he sociologist  Victor 
Turner ( ?)  u sing i t  as a term  m eaning Òinterst it ialÓ ( I  t hink)Ñ a 
space outside and b etween, w here t hings h appen t hat  change 
fr om  one m ode o f b eing t o another, sort  o f l ike carnival.  But  a ll 
of m y d ict ionaries, i ncluding t he o ld OED, st ill h ave i t  as m eaning 
Òof o r p ertaining t o t he t hreshold o r i ncipient  stage o f a  
processÓÑ which w ould m ean t he m om ent  w hen t hings achieve 
enough d ensity  o r i ntensity t o b ecom e n ot iceable. So I  r eally 
donÕt k now w hat  y ou m ean h ere. 
 
 I f I  t ake t he q uest ion t o b e w hat  I  i ntuitÑ that  t he 
perfo rm ance art  space w as ÒoutsideÓ and t herefo re supposed t o 
be ÒopenÓ and Òfr eeÓÑ then I  w onder if t he Òlatent  hypocrisyÓ y ou 
refer t o m eans all t he r easons w hy there w ere n o o ther b lack 
fem ale p erfo rm ance ar t ists, o r n o m ore t han one o r two o ffi cially 
recognized as exist ing b y t he p erfo rm ance fi eld? 
 
 Since I  cam e l ate, n ot  d oing m y fi rst  perfo rm ance u nt il 
1980 and b eing i nserted a lm ost  im m ediately i nto the fi eld ( with 
Lucy LippardÕs r eviews in t he Village Voice, i nclusion i n h er  b ook 
on act ivist  ar t ,  Get  t he Message, and w ith d escript ions o f m y 
work i n High Perfo rm anceÕs Art ist  Chronicle) ,  t hough t he 
insert ion w as to l im ited effe ct ,  b ecause I  w as not  p ar t  o f a  
m ovem ent  Ñ I Õm  n ot  sure I  g ot  t o see o r w as a r ecipient  o f t he 
hypocrisy i n i ts p ure state. 
 
 And Adrian Piper, w ho w as t here b efore m e, w as such an 



anom alous case:  i nit ially,  she fu nct ioned so exclusively i n t he 
white art  w orld and h er work w as so exclusively m ade fo r that  
audience, t hat  I  d onÕt k now t o w hat  hypocrisy she m ay h ave 
been subject ,  o r even t o w hat  extent  she w as considered b lack. 
Most  b lack ar t ists d idnÕt  k now o f her existence a t  t he t im e. I  w as 
an except ion, h aving l earned about  h er w ork i n t he early 7 0s. .  .  
though i t  w as a w hile b efo re I  l earned t hat  she w as b lack. David 
Ham m ons, fo r exam ple, d idnÕt  m eet  h er u nt il 1 988 w hen we 
were all i n t he Art  As A Verb show. At  t he sam e t im e, I  d onÕt 
think she ever f elt  u nderstood o r v alued b y t he w hite art  world. 
I n 1 980, w hen I  b egan corresponding w ith h er, she com plained 
of fe eling i solated i n every w ay, r acially,  art ist ically,  e tc. 
 
 I  t hink the b lack art ist s w ho experienced t he n ot - so- latent  
hypocrisy o f t he p erfo rm ance art  wor ld m ost  im m ediately m ay 
have b een t hose p erfo rm ing in Los Angeles i n t he l ate 7 0s as an 
addit ion t o t heir m ore object -based a rt  p ract ice:  Senga Nengudi,  
Maren Hassinger, David Ham m ons, and Houston Conwill and t he 
fr iends w ho p erfo rm ed w ith t hem .  
 
 This w as t he h eyday o f t he Wom enÕs Building and o f 
fem inist  p erfo rm ance ar t ,  b ut  fe m inism  d idnÕt  n ecessarily im ply 
act ive encouragem ent  o f Òothers.Ó When y ou look a t  t he b ooks 
recording t he d ecade 1 970Ð1980 in Califo rnia p erfo rm ance a rt  
(and t hese b egan t o appear alm ost  i m m ediately, w ith t it les l ike 
Perfo rm ance Anthology:  Source Book fo r a  Decade o f Califo rnia 
Perfo rm ance Art  and The Am azing Decade:  Wom en and 
Perfo rm ance Art  i n Am erica 1970Ð1980) , y ou are st ruck 
im m ediately b y t heir l ily-whiteness. Not  only d id n one o f t he 
black art ists I  m ent ion appear i n t hem , b ut  n o Lat inos ( and t his 
was equally t he h eyday o f c om m unit y m ural p aint ing o rganized 
by t he fi ne art ist  Judy Baca)  and n o Asian Am ericans. Nobody 
ever, except  fo r Adrian Piper. 
 
 The editors o f such p ublicat ions were clearly p olit ically 
progressive, so i t  m akes y ou w onder why. Perhaps the ÒothersÓ 
didnÕt  h ave t he k now-how o r acquaintances n eeded t o g et  
inserted i nto t he record, I  canÕt say. When High Perfo rm ance 
published an index o f i ts fi rst  y ears, I  r em em ber Senga calling 
m e and saying wist fu lly:  ÒAt  l east  y ou w ere i n there.Ó But  I  h ad 
sent  t hem  m y p hotos and d escript ions and w orked hard t o g et  



them  t o n ot ice m e, t hough I  w as on the East  Coast . There m ay 
be m ore t o i t ,  I  d onÕt k now. When Senga and I  w ere i nstalling 
our p ieces i n NowHere in Denm ark, a ft er sheÕd h ad h er fi rst  show 
at  Thom as Erben and w as g et t ing a l it t le o f h er d ue, w e t ouched 
on t he o ld d ays i n Califo rnia. She said t o m e:  ÒYou k now, w e [ she 
and Maren]  always t hought  w e were great , b ut  t hey [ the w hite 
fem inists]  d idnÕt  t hink w e were too i nterest ing.Ó I t  seem s 
inevitable t o m e that  one set  o f i nterests and p reoccupat ions 
drives another set  out .  
 
 We are n ow in a p eriod o f a  k ind o f h istor ical r evisionism . 
When a curator f rom  LA MOCA called t o ask m e fo r a subm ission 
to Out  o f A ct ions then l earned I  h adnÕt p erfo rm ed u nt il 1 980 so 
couldnÕt  b e considered, I  t old h er about  Senga. I n turn, Senga 
told t hem  about  Maren and Houston and David. They all h ad 
pieces i n t he show b ut , y ou k now, s t ill n ot  r eproduced o r 
discussed in t he catalogue. And t hereÕs only so m uch r oom . 
When y ou r ect ify  one g roup o f o m issions, y ou seem  t o cause 
others. The show d id a g reat  j ob o f i nsert ing Asians and East  
Europeans w hoÕd b een absent  fr om  t he Western r ecord, y et  I  
heard com plaints t hat  i t  hadnÕt g iven enough space t o t he 
Wom enÕs Building!   
 
 I  h avenÕt a clue how w ork r ises u p t hrough t he g eneral d in, 
or h ow i t  w ill a ll f all out .  And I Õm  n ot  sure w hat , i f anything, i t  
has t o d o w ith Òlatent  hypocrisy.Ó For t he m om ent , I Õm  fe eling a 
bit  r elieved t hat  som e o f m y o ld w ork seem s t o b e b ecom ing 
m ore, r ather than less, i nterest ing. But  as soon as I  start  t o fe el 
that ,  then I  g et  anxious about  t he new w ork. WhatÕs g oing t o 
happen t o i t ? Am  I  even g oing t o b e able t o d o i t? You k now h ow 
it  i s. . . .  
 


