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Dedication 

This body of research is in memory of my parents who always enthusiastically entertained – 
no matter how exhausting – my insatiable desire to be in conversation. 

I did this because I can’t talk with you now. 

For Mel, Oscar, and Hector; and every person who engaged me in these speech acts. 
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ii. Abstract 

This doctoral study is a practice-based research project exploring four works which have their 
basis in performance. Through examining the various contexts, the internal mechanisms, and 
comparative case studies of these works, they allow insight into both the generative process 
and the potential subversive qualities of working with the voice in the act of speech, miming 
certain performative contexts and events in order to question these situations and see them in 
a new light. 

These works demonstrate an incremental shifting of presence of the artist/performer from a 
state of an embodied performance to a disembodied one. This procedure enables a shift of 
agency, from the performer to the audience, where, in the later works, the audience becomes 
‘operator’ or performer. Simultaneously, through the insertion of performance into the 
everyday, together with the capacity of the voice to expand and amplify (via its technological 
application), they stage both democratic dissemination and the questioning of power, as well 
as the very habitual performative structures that inform our day-to-day routines. The gesture 
of such ‘ventriloquism’ in this work explores the subtle relationships between humour and 
subversion, and the kind of inherited linguistic theories that have attempted to deconstruct 
language usage. 

Key theories examined include Jacques Lacan’s context of voice within objet petit a (1977), 
Mladen Dolar’s emergence of the object voice (2006) and Mary Ann Doane’s technologised 
and ‘atomised voice’ of extraordinary reach (1980). These aspects are cross-examined in the 
thesis with corresponding examples of performance art practice relevant to the research. 

Four sections develop and extrapolate: firstly, the vocal contexts of preparation and rehearsal 
for a performance, followed by a live performance to an audience, moving to a performance of 
the act via digital telephonic technology, to finally being delivered as artificial intelligence. 
This explores the deconstruction of presence that occurs, and how subversive gestures have 
operated and might be conceived in a technological environment. 

The conventional parameters of speech acts are analysed, deconstructed and critiqued through 
specific encounters that subvert the normative channels of communication to illuminate other 
realms of the self, outside and beyond what is commonly anticipated. Performance provides 
the critical and active space for this transformation through the encounter between artist and 
audience, speaker and listener; making audible a new voice – the subversive voice – that 
reimagines the possibilities of human experience and what might constitute its presence. 

Key words: Performance; performative; voice; speech; subversive; communication. 
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iv. Notes for the Reader 

The introduction serves as a practical overview of the entire thesis, including the process and 

methodology in the way it is constructed. It is written from a first person perspective to respond 

to the immediate nature of my own performative making and its corresponding reflections. 

This provides the reader with a clear sense of the introductory themes, the purpose and reasons 

for the study, what is meant by the term subversive voice, the motivations behind my work, a 

concise overview of current literature relevant to the study, the nature of practice as research, 

and other aspects that will assist in the navigation of the content. 

Parts of this thesis are interrupted with visual illustrations of speech described as ‘elucidations’. 

These illustrative figures listed as Figure I, II, III and IV, are generated through speech-to-text 

technology. Within these segments which are segregated by borders from the rest of the text, I 

have undertaken a recollective description of the practical work, using my voice as a means of 

dictation to the technology so to apply a vocally performative approach to the thesis itself. This 

results in automatically occurring visual formatting arrangements, with errant spaces and gaps 

that propose pauses in the voice where thought has occurred. The printed language as image 

presents as a form of recorded spoken research, incorporating the act of speech itself as 

interruptions within the more formal academic writing. Additionally, these segments are 

prepared using the font, Avenir, as an additional conceptual tool given it is the most commonly 

used typography in teleprompters for ease of reading for verbal presentations. This is 

rationalised in more detail within the introduction. 

It may be useful for the reader to consider how the terms ‘performance art’, ‘performance act’ 

and ‘performativity’ are differentiated throughout the thesis. ‘Performance art’ refers 

specifically to the canon of performance art and/or that of performance art as a creative 

practice. ‘Performance act’ refers specifically to the given act described – whether in reference 

as an example from the canon, an example in analysis, or that of my own given example of 

performance work. ‘Performativity’ refers to the affected application of communication 

through performance as defined within the thesis introduction. 

The phrase in a manner of speaking attests to the very nature of the inquiry and as such is 

adopted in the title. It both literally and figuratively describes the issue that what one says, what 
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one means, and how the information is received, is to articulate speech with various, equivocal 

deliveries of meaning. 

All visually represented examples of works referenced in the thesis are illustrated as still 

images throughout the text and listed in Part 9. Additionally, all practical works made as 

research practice, their supporting materials and an audiobook of the thesis can be accessed via 

the portfolio website: www.inamannerofspeaking.org 

Please note: the section of these portfolios described as ‘Appendix’ represents other 

manifestations of practice which were made alongside and in conjunction with the core 

examples of practice. This section serves as a contextual reference to opportunities where 

themes of the study could be realised, but are not directly referenced in the thesis. 
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1. Introduction 

Briefly stated, I understand performance as a mode of communicative display, in which 
the performer signals to an audience, in effect, "hey, look at me! I'm on! watch how 
skilfully and effectively I express myself." That is to say, performance rests on an 
assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of communicative virtuosity. 
[. . .] In this sense of performance, then, the act of expression itself is framed as display: 
objectified, lifted out to a degree from its contextual surroundings, and opened up to 
interpretive and evaluative scrutiny by an audience both in terms of its intrinsic qualities 
and its associational resonances. [...] The specific semiotic means by which the 
performer may key the performance frame- that is, send the metacommunicative 
message "I'm on" -will vary from place to place and historical period to historical 
period. [. . .] The collaborative participation of an audience, it is important to 
emphasize, is an integral component of performance as an interactional 
accomplishment. (Bauman 2004:9)1 

The purpose of this doctoral research is to determine through my creative practice and its 

corresponding theoretical contexts, an examination and understanding of the artists’ voice 

within performance art, as potentially, a subversive agent. My practice considers my own 

embodied and live participation of performance as an art form, and for the purpose of this 

research, specifically how my own voice in the act of speech communication is employed 

within it. 

Richard Bauman’s definition of performance lays out the fundamental dynamics of the 

communicative display from the performers’ signalling to the audience and the collaborative 

participation of the audience in interpreting its qualities, and provides the same parameters and 

considerations for my own performance making. Considering Peggy Phelan’s position of the 

ultimately ephemeral quality of a performance as being “only in the present” (1993:146)2 and 

something only to be experienced in real, physical time; this research challenges this 

proposition both through the gradual deterioration of my own embodied practice to a final state 

of disembodiment, as well as through its presentation in a recorded medium. The very 

purposeful and integral documentation of the performance acts created and displayed for the 

1 BAUMAN, R. (2004) A World of Others Words: Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Intertextuality. Malden, 
Blackwell. 

2 PHELAN, P. (1993) Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, New York and London. 
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research lends rather more to Philip Auslander’s position on the mediation that “documentation 

does not simply generate images/statements that describe an autonomous performance and 

state that it occurred: it produces an event as a performance.” (2006:5)3 As such, these works 

are considered in the qualities of the presentation of performance through the event of the 

recorded medium. Auslander also considers the notion of ‘performativity’ in conjunction with 

this argument. Performativity is applied as an integral part of this research and therefore 

requires a definition of its use. Auslander takes direct reference from J.L. Austin’s technical 

linguistic sense of ‘performatives’ (which is discussed specifically in Section 3) but more 

broadly, performativity in this research is considered in relation to its application in 

performance studies in that the doing of actions through other forms of language, such as the 

act of speaking and its associated gesturing, is specifically to affect a change. It also combines 

with Erving Goffman’s sense of the ‘everyday’ performance embedded within our functional 

human lives that are designed to signal and create impact (1959:43)4, as with John Searle’s 

theories on speech acts that it is in the act of speaking, one is also in the act of doing (1969:59)5. 

The performance acts I refer to throughout the thesis are in reference to the specifically made 

research work presented in context as performance art, which consider the performativity of 

everyday speech (and its associated communicative gestures) and how they can be employed 

subversively. My notion of the ‘subversive voice’ is to firstly garner a sense of the 

performativity of speech that affects said change, to then further consider how this in itself can 

be subverted to create further transformation. 

Through identifying conventional speech acts with their associated gestures of communication 

as a form of ‘performing’, and hence, a kind of performance work in itself and then further 

subverting them performatively, a personalised voice occurs. This voice is then applied within 

various contextual conditions (role play, the lecture, telephonic media, computer software) 

each within a state of presence (from embodiment to gradual disembodiment). This 

personalised voice transforms, becoming disseminated and expanded through the work, 

refusing the expected positionings of performative situations while miming them, providing 

3 AUSLANDER, P. (2006) The Performativity of Performance Documentation PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art 84, vol.28, no.3, September 2006 

4 GOFFMAN, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Doubleday Anchor. 

5 SEARLE, J. (1969) Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Cambridge University Press. 
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the possibility of an expanded understanding of the voice in the action of communicative 

speech presented as performance. 

The research questions are: 

• Within the conventions of speech acts, how can the voice and its related gestures create 

a site for alternative communications of meaning? 

• What are the possible subversive approaches to these conventions framed within 

performance practice? 

• How can performativity become a tool that challenges expectation? 

• Between the gesture of speech from the artist/performer and its receipt by the audience, 

what is the transitional and transactional process that creates the resulting 

interpretation? 

The motivation for these questions comes from my own process of thinking, making, and 

showing performance-based art works that utilise my own voice, in a way that deliberately 

skews meaning, distorting the conventional delivery of contexts and information. 

This body of research firstly considers what the typical conventions are which exist within 

speech acts I am undertaking in the given performance act. This is followed by a strategic 

performative subversion within the act itself and subsequently analysed throughout the thesis. 

Each of the four major performance art works are observed in different consequential stages of 

the performance process – from preparation, embodiment, to a gradual disembodiment. This 

represents a structure reminiscent of the nature of performance itself, as well as gesturing 

towards the necessity of preserving the document of the live event. This is discussed in more 

detail in Section 1.5. Each of the four major performance works are undertaken as experimental 

tests of the conditions (rather than consolidated, refined, and resolved work) and are reflected 

upon in a complementary chapter of critical writing. 

The agency of voice in the context of Bauman’s definition of performance appears to me to 

have a great deal of ambiguity and nuance throughout its trajectory from conceptualisation to 

its presentation, and receipt by an audience. There are multiple and divergent ways the act of 

speech within the performance can be utilised to create alternative outcomes of interpretation 

11 



  

          

         

          

 

            

           

        

          

           

           

       

    

 

           

             

            

            

 

         

                

          

           

         

       

            

         

        

        

   

           

        

             

              

             

outside of the expected course of communication. This study considers how the 

artist/performer finds the means to challenge conventions of orality, language, and 

communication, through a performed voice that seeks to subvert meanings and intentions. 

Theoretical research on the voice to date broadly exists within the understanding of: linguistics, 

written and spoken; the properties of aural, aestheticised sound; the object voice as an active 

mobiliser between sound, speech, and meaning; and the relationship between the speaker and 

the receiver. Specific examples are discussed in more detail within Section 1.2. Artists, on the 

other hand, have often drawn on their own experience and appropriation of voice registers 

within various contexts of communication and utilise the physicality of voice as a tool of 

communication and/or expression through these modalities. Specific examples are discussed 

within the next section, 1.1. 

Throughout each of my four major performance works undertaken during the process of 

research, each is analysed in conjunction with a specific work by another artist (or artists) as a 

case study, selected for its thematic coherency or as counterpoint, to chart a revealing of that 

process with some of the most relevant critical territories of the performer’s voice. 

1.1 The Voice in the Field of Art 

The voice in art came into the fore in the early 20th century in Western tradition through 

movements like sound art. Originating in contemporary technologies as the Futurist Luigi 

Russolo did in his practice and manifesto The Art of Noises (1913), sound art presented 

simultaneously to sound poetry, another territory of Futurists and Dadaists, borne from oral 

poetry traditions and into phonic aspects of human speech, making connections between 

literature and music with the specific purpose of its dissemination through performance. F.T. 

Marinetti’s performances where an effective vehicle to present Futurist ideologies and 

demonstrated an emphasis of performance quality beyond his original literary aims in his 

published journal, Poesia. Kurt Schwitters’, Ursonate, first presented in 1925 became an ever-

evolving performance of primordial sound poetry which adapted and extended in every 

presentation until extinguished through his exile to Norway to evade the Nazi regime. With 

the increasing sophistication of technology to record sound, the dissemination of speech via 

transmissions like radio and telephone, and in response to the political era of two world wars, 

the voice became a key feature in social experience. The voice, both as a recorded and live act, 

continued its presence as a reoccurring element of conceptual art throughout the whole century. 

12 



  

 

         

         

 

             

          

             

         

           

    

 

           

       

           

           

                   

 

            

            

           

   

 

             

             

              

        

          

 

        

         

             

          

                                                
  

In order to consider my own practice in both its contemporary and historic positioning, I have 

provided a brief appraisal of specific examples which broadly contextualise my work. 

The voice in the field of art has recently been manifested in the ongoing, extensive project 

Voices in the Gallery led by Dr. Sarah Hayden with Nottingham Contemporary, John Hansard 

Gallery (and other partners). Its aim being to investigate how the voice operates in 

contemporary art is formed in two phases, firstly to consider the voiceover as a phenomenon 

of art form (2019-21) and secondly, a more expanded sense of vocality and its transcendence 

into new forms (2021-23). 

In Spring 2019, the ICA hosted sonic arts practitioner, Eleni Ikoniadou for Her Voice, an 

evening of performance and discussion related to “the ubiquitous nature of automated female-

sounding voices in contemporary life” and “how we might test mainstream notions of agency 

and subjectivity, manifest alternative productions of knowledge and power, and acquire new 

understandings about what it is to be female – or, even, what it is to be human…” (ICA, 2019). 

The 2016 exhibition for the Wellcome Collection This is a Voice, described its investigation 

as “how the unique grain of our voice locates us socially, geographically, and psychologically 

and how the voice is utterly flexible and can be altered with treatment and training.” 

(Wellcome, 2016)6 

Similarly, A Voice and Nothing More curated by Sam Belinfante and Neil Luck for Slade 

School of Art in 2009 addressed the voice as both medium and subject matter in contemporary 

art. Its title was taken from Mladen Dolar’s 2006 seminal text which proposed new insights 

upon the existing theoretical positions on the voice which were presented as significant 

philosophical concern for the first time by Jacques Derrida and Jacques Lacan in the 1960’s. 

These key exhibitions and art research events, mostly occurring throughout the production of 

my own research period, demonstrate a contemporary relevance of not only the subject matter 

of voice as a timely theme for investigation in art practice, but they specifically propose 

thinking about the voice in new, transformational ways. Indeed, Ikoniadou explicitly states the 

6 https://wellcomecollection.org/exhibitions/W31tHikAACgAP5gi 
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need to understand “alternative productions of knowledge against mainstream notions” (ICA, 

2019)7. My own research is precisely designed to identify and define the means to create and 

understand that very transformational process within performance art practice. 

The voice manifested itself centrally within acts during the rise of performance art in Western 

culture simultaneous to voice becoming a clear philosophical concern in the latter half of the 

20th century. The following selected examples from the canon of performance art are not 

exhaustive nor do they arbitrarily illustrate a literal use of vocalised speech in the work. They 

are selected because they utilise a range of strategic, conceptually performative gestures to 

speech that affect a change which relate to the gestures of my own practice. 

Joseph Beuys plays an integral and seminal contributor to performance art practice and the 

‘address’ of the voice with How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare, 1965. A key example of 

the act of speech as a specific element of the work itself, the artist notably articulates a 

descriptive analysis of what was contained within the Dusseldorf gallery to his symbolic dead 

animal counterpart, but the content of this speech was inaccessible to his (living) audience on 

account of their physical exclusion from the gallery and not hearing the dialogue. It is an 

important comment on the relationship between thought and speech ‘actions’ typical of Beuys’ 

artistic form. Specifically, for my own research, it demonstrates a disruption to the usual 

channels of witnessing of speech acts that seeks to explain things, as well as presenting the 

performative qualities of pedagogy. 

Vito Acconci’s Seedbed, 1972, employed the use of speakers within the Sonnabend Gallery, 

New York, to project the artist’s live monologue to the audience whilst he was confined in a 

cavity under the floor. This is another example of a highly notable work in the context of 

performance art and especially one of the reciprocity and proximities (both physical and that 

of the nature of the public versus private act) between artist and audience. Like Beuys, Acconci 

creates a physical interruption and disordering to the typical conditions of literal performances 

where dialogue is given and received by another, making displacement a key part of the work. 

The 1970’s landscape of political activism provided fertile grounds for Adrian Piper to 

manifest works such as The Mythic Being, 1973, and Martha Rosler, Semiotics of the Kitchen, 

7 https://www.ica.art/live/her-voice 
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1975. Piper performs as a male alter ego whilst reciting her own female adolescent journal 

scribings repeatedly, transforming them through its performative context as mantras now 

embodied as a visibly recognised man. Similarly to Acconci, these private musings manifest 

as publicly articulated statements. Yet again, the means of alteration deployed in the shift in 

performative gender play, and by which these repetitious statements are delivered, serve to 

create a resistance to the conventional contexts of speech performed works. Rosler’s 

incantations of typically gendered domestic objects name the tools of her own oppression in 

parody of the then trend for television demonstrations of cooking by female personalities. The 

performative miming of these gestures transforms them from their original context and 

meaning as benign, functional names of utensils. The system of linguistic signs is performed 

against increasingly aggressive physical gestures with the utensils and imbue otherwise 

functional object with transformed, contextual subjectivity. 

Andrea Fraser’s Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk, 1989, of the artist leading a tour of the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art as a fictional gallery docent, presents a miming of the typical 

speech and gestural performativity of gallery workers within the gallery space itself. This 

parody of institutional behaviours of speech in its own context provides a subversive device 

for critique. 

Laurie Anderson’s O Superman, 1981, and Valie Export’s I Turn Over the Pictures of The 

Voice in My Head, 2008, both use technologies to explore the reimagining of vocal 

performance. Anderson’s appropriation of an aria from Jules Massenet’s 1885 Le Cid is 

recontextualised in a loosely re-enacted telephone dialogue through vocoder, synthesising the 

human voice to a digitised one. Export uses a laryngoscopic tool to image her larynx in the act 

of reciting prose about the speech act itself. The device of interruption is now a physical one, 

problematising the articulation of the words spoken, but also presents the conversion of internal 

mechanisms of the ‘voice box’ as an externalised object, creating expanded and extended 

technologised modes of speech. 

As demonstrated in this brief summary of selected performance art works of both very recent 

(and current) art practice contexts and that of more historical examples, they together present 

a backdrop of art-based performances that utilise various forms of vocal gesturing and its 

performativity, creating an underpinning of context for my own practice. Whilst all of these 

works broadly use the voice as a performance tool, there is a specific and reoccurring theme of 
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incorporating some form of a conceptual gesture within the performance act to modify and 

transmute the experience into an altered understanding, or transformation, to the audience. As 

such, it implied the necessity to further discover and define the properties of such devices and 

how they can be applied in my own work. My own research reveals this process, tackling the 

indeterminacy of what makes the enigmatic performance of voice in the act of speech so 

evocative. 

1.2 Theories of the Voice 

Mladen Dolar’s 2006 text A Voice and Nothing More presents a key, relatively contemporary 

interpretation on the subject of voice. Dolar proposes that, apart from the two most common 

uses of voice as a vehicle for meaning (logos) and as a source of aesthetic admiration (phonos), 

a third level of understanding can be achieved where the voice can be seen as a lever of thought 

that expands the possibilities of interpretation beyond what is conventionally understood: the 

object voice. This moves beyond the binary terms discussed in Jacques Derrida’s arguments of 

phonocentrism versus logocentrism; the opposing poles of dominance in either sound/speech 

or written/sign language. Dolar offers an alternative mode of positioning the voice as an 

embodiment of Jacques Lacan’s objet petit a: the imaginary, but separable object that 

transitions to become Other. Dolar describes this liminal space of transformation as a breach 

point, a rift; becoming the locus of Lacan’s desire, or in this case, where the voice beyond the 

signifier and before the signified resides. Traditionally, psychoanalytical practice used the 

voice as the vehicle of therapy, it centred the voice as an object, like that of the gaze and other 

specifically defined ‘things’ as the referent of the fetish. Lacan placed the father role as an 

intrusive referent demanding of stringent and orderly rule to its counterpart – the mother and 

child as referent to fascination, pleasure, and phenomena. This aligns to the possibility of an 

object voice that neither resigns itself to the shackles of functional language nor being lost to 

the seduction it provides. There are various cultural examples of the object voice in practice, 

like ventriloquism as an active experience that articulates the transaction of the laws of 

language dissemination from the human performer through the dummy which transforms the 

meaning as fascinating and entertaining otherness. Early cinema went from silent films to 

‘talkies’ almost simultaneously to the development of the voice being considered by Lacan. 

Subsequently, films like the The Testament of Dr Mabuse by Fritz Lang (1933) presents the 

voice of the evil genius, Dr Mabuse, as a supernatural happening through truth-seeking 

Professor Baum, illustrating in visual and aural form the dichotomy of good and evil converged 

and manifest as an object voice. Similarly, the later 1960 film Psycho by Alfred Hitchcock had 
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the mother’s role entirely represented by voice without any visual signification. Michel Chion 

states in The Voice in Cinema: “When the acousmatic presence is a voice, and especially when 

this voice has not yet been visualised – that is, when we cannot yet connect it to a face- we get 

a special being…” (1999:21)8. 

This sense of a ‘special being’ – a manifestation of distinctive presence through other means 

breaks down the typical expectations of authentic and synchronous representation of one voice 

always being unadulteratedly attached to its owner. Instead, the specialness of its impact is 

made into being, into object, thus challenging all of the rules and laws of authenticity the 

conventional means of voice imply. 

Brandon LaBelle describes Dolar’s theory of the object voice as “both mine and not mine” 

(2014:4)9 establishing the transactive points of Subject and Object yet implying the gap 

between them. Dolar describes the ambiguous, paradoxical, often uncanny and slippery quality 

of the voice as something between these two points; a conduit creating a commonality between 

opposing polarities without belonging to either. Despite the seeming indeterminacy of this 

void, it is through defining indeterminacy itself as the active component where elucidation and 

elevation of the voice can take place. This definition proposes a theoretical model to the same 

transactive qualities of the performance act. Between performer and audience, speaker and 

listener, subject and object, the voice becomes the embodied, travelling vessel of meaning 

through the liminal void in the live action of the performance, in contrast to that of the 

cinematic examples given earlier. Yet the performance art practice already presented in this 

introduction, each of which have some aspect that compliment what is occurring in my own 

practice, namely, the propulsion and direction of this vocal object that is purposely interrupted, 

curved and skewed in its trajectory, causing an intentional glitch through a specifically 

employed performative intervention, creating new possibilities of transformation. This 

intervention, in my case, is the subversive gesture intended to go against the grain of the 

conventions of the varying speech performances I undertake, which intersects the otherwise 

8 CHION, M. (1999) The Voice in Cinema. Edited and translated by Claudia Gorbman. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

9 LABELLE, B. (2014) Lexicon of the Mouth: Poetics and Politics of Voice and the Oral Imaginary, 
Bloomsbury. 
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forward velocity of voice in this channel. Dolar’s location of the object voice assists my need 

to scope the territory it travels and define a space which expands new possibility of knowledge. 

Roland Barthes considers the perils in locating speech in Image Music Text using the province 

of semiology to describe it; “Where is speech? In locution? In listening? In the returns of the 

one and the other? The problem is not to abolish the distinction in functions...but to protect the 

instability and, as it were, the giddying whirl of the positions of speech.” (1987: 205, 206)10 

The distinct ‘functions’ of semiotics, that Barthes refers to, identify the conventional and 

functional utilities of the delivery of meaning. While he advocates for their protection, he also 

encourages an unstabling of these conventions to create the ‘giddying whirl’ of the experience 

of speech. This relates to Lacan (and Dolar) from his psychoanalytical perspective of disrupting 

Saussure’s model of the sign to that of a signifying chain. This chain enables expansive 

opportunities of the communication of meaning to be interpreted more diversely when 

considered in given cultural contexts. This chain also implies segmented links whereby 

divergences and disruptions of other factors can intersect. Barthes first questions where speech 

resides as a context of imparting meaning, whether in the act of speaking or listening – the 

formally understood binary functions – and then within its intermediary space of 

communication as Dolar presents. Speech, in Barthes’ sense, like Dolar’s object voice, presents 

the possibilities of transformation in the transaction between the functions of signification and 

the signified through protecting the shifting and unstable ‘positions’ that speech provides its 

message. The term ‘position’ Barthes uses implies a sense of location to speech which are 

otherwise compromised through their disruptions when in common use. In this sense, using the 

strategy of changing conditions of speech acts from embodiment to disembodiment in my own 

work created a potential opportunity to steady and protect these positions to assist in the 

identification of the function of speech. These works demonstrate a disruption to the assumed 

direct channel of meaning by challenging the initial sign, the intended communicative tool of 

meaning. 

Within semiology, Umberto Eco makes clear in The Theory of Semiotics that “the 

communicative process requires that there be the passage of a signal from a source through a 

10 BARTHES, R. (1987) Image-Music-Text, Fontana. 

18 



  

         

       

            

           

        

  

                
            

                
    

           

          

        

       

         

            

           

          

          

           

               

           

                

          

                                                
           

  
 

      
 

           
  

 
  

transmitter along a channel and addressed to a receiver” (1975:262)11 which provides a useful 

metaphor which this research repeatedly refers and supplements to. Further to this, Eco also 

states “that any message will entail different occurrences” (1975:262)12 and it is the function 

of these ‘occurrences’ being the characteristics of each specific example of work presented in 

the research that present subversive qualities of the performance. 

Barthes says: 

…it is the sign itself which must be shaken; the problem is not to reveal the (latent) 
meaning of an utterance, of a trait, of a narrative, but to fissure the very representation 
of meaning, is not to change or purify the symbols but to challenge the symbolic itself. 
(1987: 205, 206).13 

This ‘fissure’ of meaning serves the process of defining the possibility of the subversive 

intention within the performance act, which seeks not to alter speech or voice itself 

intrinsically, but to challenge the interpretative process of the meaning being transposed within 

its pre-existing, transformative space, as defined by Dolar. 

Julia Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language frames language clearly in the binary states of 

two distinct parts. ‘Phenotext’ is cited as the practical systemisation of language which “serves 

to communicate, which linguistics describes in terms of ‘competence’ and ‘performance’… it 

obeys rules of communication and presupposes a subject of enunciation and an addressee.” 

(1984:121)14 This sits in opposition to ‘genotext’, the fluidity and poetics of semiotics that 

refuses compartmentalisation and ordering. This reflects Lacan’s model of law versus pleasure 

as the conflicting binaries which contain the object. “The genotext, on the other hand, is a 

process; it moves through zones that have relative and transitory borders and constitutes 

a path that is not restricted to the two poles of univocal information between two fully fledged 

subjects.” (1984:121)15 This ‘path’ of ‘zones’ and ‘transitory borders’ echoes the already 

11 ECO, U. (1975) A Theory of Semiotics, Indiana University Press. 

12 Ibid. 

13 BARTHES, R. (1987) Image-Music-Text, Fontana. 

14 KRISTEVA, J. (1984) Revolution in Poetic Language. Translated by Margaret Waller. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

15 Ibid. 
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proposed liminal space in which the voice resides. It is one which breaks out of the conventions 

of meaning, unshackling from its perceived structure. Like Barthes, it acknowledges language 

as ‘function’ – the phenotext – as well as supporting the theory that the fissure isn’t situated in 

a definable location within its liminality, but is a phenomenon in rupturing the space itself. 

Kristeva defines the fissure here as ‘thetic’: 

[The thetic is] ‘a break in the signifying process, establishing the identification of the 
subject and its object as preconditions of propositionality.’ It requires a separation of the 
subject from both its image and its objects…Any enunciation, by word or sentence, is 
thetic and requires identification (or perhaps, a resurgence of identification) of speaking 
subject with object. The thetic phase, therefore, is for Kristeva “the deepest structure” of 
enunciation, signification, and proposition. (Payne 1993:173)16 

Kristeva frames the thetic as a transitionary process or phase of incubation, like Lacan’s mirror 

phase, situating the emergent body as the tool to create the unity of both the speaking and 

thinking subject to enable the proposition and validate a location for the voice. Without it, a 

deteriorating slippage occurs and loses the grasp of meaning, eventually creating a void for 

madness. 

My performance works scope out the gap between the binary, functional points of 

communication, my performed voice becomes the ‘speaking subject’, seeking out the point of 

potential rupture, subject to the conditions of the act itself, where the voice can manifest anew. 

To do so can then enable the ‘giddying whirl’ of the performance experience which displaces 

the typical transaction of meaning, entertains the analogy of the thetic phase for disassembling 

meaning to its audience into a new threshold of transformational possibility. 

1.3 Performance as Research 

Intersected with critical research, I examined the nature of practice-based artwork, of both my 

own work and that of other practitioners to anchor a responsive understanding to the making 

of art as a means of credible research. Shaun McNiff states his advocacy of practice as a means 

of research in Art Based Research, “Rather than just reflecting upon artistic phenomena in case 

studies, interviews, and other explanatory texts… [art-based research] elicits the creative 

16 PAYNE, M. (1993) Reading Theory: An Introduction to Lacan, Derrida, and Kristeva. 
Cambridge: Blackwell. Print. 
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imagination to let the characters in their expressions describe themselves and their 

experiences.” (2009:30)17 

These expressions manifest in my thesis in the Figured illustration segments titled 

‘elucidations’. In each section, they demonstrate an interruption to the written text through 

recollective descriptions of the corresponding performance work as a document of a 

performance act within itself. Through my verbal explanation of the performance into the 

computer where I constructed the thesis, the voice recognition tool it contains took over the act 

of typing into the document and relayed the speech into text. However, the conventions of 

formal academic writing in visual formatting, sentence structure, grammar and spelling are all 

reconfigured because of the technological interpretation and translation of the voice it was 

listening to. Hence why these elements are visually made separate, through their size, 

formatting, bordering, and typography from the rest of the conventional text which otherwise 

comply to the institutional standards for thesis examination. So too is the use of the font, 

Avenir. Given its common use as the most effective example of typography for teleprompters, 

scripts (and any other example of printed text designed for human oration) because its design 

makes for the easiest cognition between sight and speech, it provides the possibility that the 

reader can revision the recollective performance I undertake of the original performance act 

through reading it aloud. Or alternatively, it can be to visualise the manners of speech as unruly, 

variable, and at odds to the confines of formalistic textual language conventions when 

processed in this way. Apart from being a canny, gestural metaphor for the research aims of 

this study to identify the subversive opportunities to create new transformations of the voice 

performance into other forms, it incorporates live opportunity for performance in the act of 

reading, mobilising the event it recounts into the performative. 

McNiff also acknowledges that traditional means of researching the arts is based on a case 

study model of art phenomena. After each ‘elucidation’, the research undertook a case study 

analysis of complementary art works against that of my own, identifying key aspects of the 

performance act which can be used as an axis that reflects upon my research questions. The 

case study model allows a counterpoint of reflection to measure the effectivity of the subversive 

gesture, the intended gesture which acts as the transistor-switch in the circuit of 

17 MCNIFF, S. (2009) Art Based Research Jessica Kingsley. 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communication, as well as to consider its relevance against examples from the canon of 

performance art practice which employ similar gestural methods. 

The fact this research engages performance art is critical in two ways. Firstly, performance is 

conventionally understood as a live event, utilising the physicality of the performer in real time 

providing an ephemeral experience for its audience. This experience is typically documented 

in some form of visual and/or sounded record as testament of its occurrence. The performance 

is therefore a defining vehicle to consider the human intention and conception of an idea 

generated by thought prior to performance as well as a vehicle to physically present it. Another 

critical component is the intrinsic relationship between the performer and the audience, 

speaker and listener – the opposing poles described within my theoretical positioning that 

present a unique space for transformational opportunity. 

The title of the study uses the word ‘performative’ to stipulate the definition between 

performance and performativity quite purposely. Whilst the performance is the manifestation 

between the performer’s intention and the audience’s receipt of the experience as a literal and 

functional presentation of action, the performative is an interpretation and mimicking of 

everyday speech acts. Such acts contain expressive actions to perform a type of being which 

affects a change in its state. Which, in context to this research, presents the wider definition 

that the performative could be the formal context of the utterance as symbolic act, as well as 

expectation of this context from both sides of performance/audience transaction. This is crucial 

to aligning the act of performance with the theoretical territory of voice as the vehicle of 

language, with its agency to shapeshift and transmogrify through a subversive turn. The 

prospect that examining the potential change occurring through performativity within a 

performance event can manifest a new form assists further in the identification of what those 

forms can be. All these qualities make the rendering of intention, followed by the delivery of 

voice, followed by the receiver of the message a perfect means to explore where subversive 

elements of voice can be exploited and how it can be analysed. 

Secondly, practice-based research is an ideal opportunity to apply specific applications to 

performance informed by the research intentions, because it is only through the process of 

enacting performative gestures in the context of a performance work can an idea be fully tested 

and its resulting impact generated and analysed. In performance there is no real way to 
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understand this until the performance is undertaken. “Every member of our audience translates 

our performance language into their own perceptual language” (Howell 1999:152)18 and 

therefore the interpretation, like semiotics, is subject to the delivery to the beholder. 

Performance art is a language and no matter what the performer intends, they must reserve the 

judgement of its impact beyond the preconceived signifier of the work to that of the signified. 

As such, the recollective elucidations in addition to the case study analysis aim to enable the 

best conditions of an accurate analysis. Its efficacy is only decided by the performance’s 

potential of unanticipated reactions, coincidences, and variables that can radically shift and 

shape the nature of it… “In the creative process, the most meaningful insights often come by 

surprise, unexpectedly, and even against the will of the creator.” (McNiff, 2009:40)19 The fact 

an interpretation of performance can occur against its original will supports the theories of 

voice as an incarnation from its host that transforms and embodies into Other, to object. 

The very nature of performance as a mode of practice-based research, live testing 

performativity with an audience, and reflecting upon its impact allows the opportunity to 

surface the potential interventions and inform the research aims. 

1.4 The Subversive Voice 

The notion of the subversive voice I propose, is designed to help identify and define specific 

examples of gestural forms that create alternative transformations in meaning through the given 

performance act. Specifically, the subversive voice is a performative one. It is in the act of 

observing a pre-existing condition which in each of my own performance acts is the typical 

conventions of its context – and then intersecting it with a performative mimicking or parody 

of the same conditions to impart an unexpected outcome; the metaphorical transistor-switch in 

the circuit of meaning. This study firstly discovers the types of gestural devices that create a 

performative simulation of the transistor-switch, resulting in an incongruous reaction within 

performance acts. Incongruity makes us laugh, since it disrupts what Simon Critchley has 

referred to as “the bond connecting the human being to its unreflective everyday existence.” 

(2002:11)20. Humour is one such transistor device, and one common in my own performance 

18 HOWELL A. (1999) The Analysis of Performance Art: A Guide to its Theory and Practice. Routledge 

19 MCNIFF, S. (2009) Art Based Research Jessica Kingsley.  

20 CRITCHLEY, S. (2002) On Humour. Thinking in Action, Routledge. 
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works. Humour has a habit of fracturing norms, creating unexpected and unfamiliar outcomes. 

Through comedy as well as through the performance of it, the conventional world is looked 

upon awry. As both the voice act and the comedy performance traverse the boundaries between 

opposing extents, the subversive voice is an attempt to better understand how performativity 

itself can build on the theoretical understanding of the voice presented. My performance 

practice utilises humour, through spoken and behaved performative gestures, performed live 

to an audience and/or recorded for display, as a device to challenge perceived conventions to 

any given subject area. Humour is characterised succinctly by Critchley as a “subversive force 

that reveals the incongruities in the everyday structures of power, rendering the familiar 

unfamiliar and thereby producing opportunities for critique.” (2002:162)21 

Humour is a powerful tool in breaking down orders, reversing expectations, and creating space 

for alternative and potentially more insightful imaginings to emerge. This notion is also 

presented by Mikhail Bakhtin, using the symbolic example of the carnival – a world turned 

upside down – as a means to illustrate the culturally absurd and riotous behaviour of society 

through holding a mirror up to it, mimicking and satirising it, to reveal new truths and new 

understanding of the human condition. This trope suggests the act of the carnival provides the 

possibility and potential of revolution. Taking a position opposite to the social convention of 

earnestness, he states, “laughter has a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential 

forms of the truth concerning the world as a whole, concerning history and man; it is a peculiar 

point of view relative to the world; the world is seen anew, no less (and perhaps more) 

profoundly than when seen from the serious standpoint.” (1984:66)22 As Sheri Klein concurs 

in Art and Laughter, “…all humour is subversive, that is, it aims to disrupt our assumptions, 

emotions, patterns of thinking, ways of knowing and the world as we know it.” (2007:132)23 

Whilst humour is described here as subversive in nature, this series of performed critical 

subversions of anticipated conventions expands on the notion of subversion through an 

21 Ibid. 

22 BAKHTIN, M. (1984) Rabelais and His World. Trans. By Helene Iswolsky. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 

23 KLEIN, S. (2007) Art and Laughter. Tauris, London. 
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investigation of specific conditions. As Bakhtin found laughter as a subversive device to 

challenge the backdrop of his highly charged political landscape, each section of the thesis 

focuses on a set of unique cultural contexts appropriate to the given theme, critiqued through 

performance. These contexts or characteristic ‘occurrences’ include humour, but also consider 

other areas of analysis such as gender, environmental conditions, linguistical application, and 

the pedagogical/authorial voice. These are further outlined in section 1.5 and examined within 

each section. Each section of research intends to better define gestural forms of subversion 

within these specific contexts, and then measured against the transactional territory of the 

theories of voice proposed in section. 1.2, which reveal a diffusion and expansion of the voice 

in art practice. It is through this process of enquiry the subversive voice is understood, tested 

in its capacity to critique established notions, and reveal new possibilities of transformation. 

1.5 Methodology & Framework 

Building on the methodology described throughout this introduction, the written framework 

presents each section as four designated parts throughout the entire thesis. The premise is to 

first summarise each section as an aide for the reader, demonstrate the recollective descriptions 

titled ‘elucidations’ also titled as illustrative figures, performed through speech to text 

technology, followed by the critical exploration of each performance work with a comparative 

analysis case study model to locate the specific gestural performative devices and analyse their 

efficacy to identify the potential of the subversive voice. 

These elucidations specifically function to demonstrate a free flowing, intuitive and reflective 

recollection just after the performances have come to pass. They do not seek to be critical in 

and by themselves, but more an illustration of the process of responsive thought after 

undertaking a performance to both elucidate, annunciate and inspire areas for later critical 

commentary, as well as visually representing the functions of what it is to ‘speak’ to technology 

that dictates words to a page. This also represents the conceptual trope of speech as a primary 

creative tool within all the studies. Crucially, it situates the performance firmly as the root of 

all further examination, where the act is given space to form and present on its own terms and 

circumstantial influences which can then generate imaginative ideas from which theory is then 

constructed retrospectively. However, after the making of the first work, the growing 

awareness of arising critical and theoretical concerns do begin to inform its subsequent works, 

creating a flowing and growing symbiosis of both practice becoming research, and research 

becoming practice. 

25 



  

           

          

         

           

          

        

             

 

              

           

            

  

 

     

    

    

     

 

         

          

            

         

             

                

                  

           

 

           

            

          

                

      

          

I critically consider the work, discussing and analysing the themes with that of another artists’ 

work (or particular body of work), selected for its coherency of thematic discussion (these are 

specified shortly). The aim of which is to understand my own practice against other established 

art practices. In turn, those case studies are intersected with an application of the theories of 

voice set out in section 1.2 with additional relevant theoretical framing, that enable the 

appropriately critical exploration of the work which identifies answers to the research 

questions, and uncovers an expanded means of presenting the voice in performance art. 

It is essential the rationale of the major section headings be understood in relation to the 

trajectory of the study. In chronological order, each section negotiates a step of a journey by 

which the artists’ voice and ultimately how the subversive voice is considered. This is presented 

as follows: 

The Preparation of the Voice 

The Presentation of the Voice 

The Abstraction of the Voice 

The Disembodiment of the Voice 

The transition from my presence to disappearance in the performance works firstly provides a 

functional strategy to consider how each state of my own presence within them impacts the 

application of the subversive gesture. However, there is important significance to my own 

proximity in each performance act which gradually shifts in state. From the very formative 

stage of the development and positioning of self in the first work, as Kristeva’s thetic phase 

presents, this stage of process is a developmental one, and makes way for the emergence of 

voice from one form of being to another, as it does so within the transition to presence in the 

second work, which then moves through to its final stages of abstraction. 

There are also tropes of communication embedded in this shifting journey – and the 

communication of recording presence – from the learning and delivery of persuasive rhetoric, 

through to technologised abstraction of the voice, to the remainders of posthumous trace. These 

works and sections chart the notions of how my voice is understood from a process of private 

and rehearsed preparation, followed by a publicly received performance of voice. This in turn 

proceeds to a deconstructed understanding of the voice beyond the performance and via other 
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technological, abstracted means, resulting in an understanding of the legacy of voice after the 

voice is removed of corporeal trace. 

These stages also provide a revealing and exposure of the developmental process of the act 

itself through presenting its own broader evolution – in a complimentary sense to Beuys who 

allows us to retrospectively consider the evolution of his own practices from his early works 

stages of planning and drawing, before the live action performances, then creating archives of 

its ephemera as document and testimony of the event since passed. 

Each stage of my own work considers the object possibility of the voice as a lever of new 

meaning in their own distinct contexts, each implying in their unique ways the voice as a 

manifest of a thing, an embodiment of being. Whilst my presence is visualised and active in 

the two first sections (with each section representing each of the four stages) it considers first 

the voice as emanating from myself synchronously as performer before transitioning at a 

tipping point into technologised abstraction where my embodied presence is colonised in the 

acousmêtre – an acousmatic being. This is what Chion referred to as the ‘special being’ – the 

thing that can be heard and understood but not seen, for example, the voice on the telephone. 

Dolar states “There is an uncanniness in the gap which enables a machine, by purely 

mechanical means, to produce something so uniquely human as voice and speech. It is as if the 

effect could emancipate itself from its mechanical origin…” (2006:7)24 which refers directly 

back to Lacan’s situating of the objet a (in context to mass media and technologisation) that 

the voice is “…partly planeterized, even stratospherized, by our machinery” (1977:274)25. 

Doane also cites this from Lacan in context to the voice in cinema, describing the unseen but 

heard voice as an extension of the body rather than an absence, which becomes “the 

hallucination of power over space effected by an extension or restructuration of the body.” 

(1980:44)26. Using the gradual introduction of these mediums which inflate in dominance in 

24 DOLAR, M. (2006) A Voice and Nothing More. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

25 LACAN, J. (1977) The Four Fundamental Concepts in Psycho-analysis. London. The Hogarth Press and the 
Institute of Psychoanalysis. 

26 DOANE, M-A. (1980) “The Voice in Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space.” Yale French Studies 60, 
Cinema/Sound: 35-50. 
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the latter half of the study, they chart the arc of process to be witness to the more explicit 

crossing of the borders between the physical and the disembodied realms of the voice. 

As something as quintessentially human as the voice, the source of the voice in its convention 

is therefore embodied and typical in the ways in which we experience the act of speech. To 

adjust the status of that embodiment in my performance work, through a process of 

embodiment to disembodiment, is to test the possibility of that emancipatory prospect of an 

object voice to transform into another form, and therefore a transformation of voice. 

Each section is set out with the works for comparative analysis in brief, as follows: 

The Preparation of the Voice 

The One That Got Away (2016) and I am a Revolutionary! Carey Young (2001) 

This first section initiates the first comparative case study between these two works. Both exist 

as video art works as document to the coaching and preparation of the artist through an expert 

agent of vocal training in the pursuit of the artist becoming more authentic in their respective 

speech making. Both reveal the behind-the-scenes training of an act otherwise implied as not 

intended to be seen publicly. Considerations and theories around linguistics and the 

construction of emphatic language dealing with the cultural contexts of lies, spurious 

storytelling, cultural agitation, political rhetoric and ‘spin’, are discussed. 

The Presentation of the Voice 

‘The Pragmatism of Non-Consequential Aesthetic Irrationality: A Discussion of Tropes in 

Research Modalities’ (2016) and IMPOSTER/HECKLER (2019) and Information Action 

Joseph Beuys (1972) 

This section negotiates the authority of the pedagogic voice and the institutional platform of 

learning as a transmedial space for live performance art. Themes emerging navigate cultural 

contexts of institutional critique, pedagogical parody, assuming the ‘authorial voice’, 

subversions through linguistical gymnastics and absurdist rhetoric as deadpan comedy, the 

gendered identity of the performer, and the audience as a reactive element of the work. 
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The Abstraction of the Voice 

THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME (2016), VODA (2020) , and DREAM OPERATOR (2020); 

and Art by Telephone Exhibition at Chicago Museum of Contemporary Art (1969). 

This section assesses a descent from the live, conventionally peak physical performance of the 

past section into an abstracted means of communication through technology, removing or 

relocating the artist from a direct encounter with the audience. This intended conceptual 

premise was rendered even more poignant by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, 

when the research residency taken with Rogers Art Loft in Las Vegas was reimagined as a 

virtual event. This section considers how and if the means of communication are faltered or 

distorted through the technologised process, the nature of acousmatic information and how the 

reconfiguration of language is interpreted, and the way in which the legacy of this work is seen 

and experienced after the event. 

The Disembodiment of the Voice 

BigGEM (2021) and LAUREN (current/ongoing) Lauren McCarthy. 

The concluding section presents a total physical removal of the voice from the body, yet 

maintains through its manufacture, a means to communicate. Through a residency with 

Birmingham Open Media, I developed an AI chatbot using recorded sound extracts of my voice 

with the interactive qualities for it to engage in dialogue with a human conversant. The research 

considers the automaton as a replacement human device, and the notion of methods of 

communication after physical human death and its digital legacy. These ideas address the 

notion (and often desire) of an ultimate legacy that transcends the corporeal via some means of 

perpetual and inextinguishable existence through the agency of voice. 
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2. The Preparation of the Voice 

The One That Got Away 

And 

I am a Revolutionary! 

2.1. A Short Introduction to The Preparation of the Voice 

The initial interrogation of the voice as a subversive tool begins with the earliest body of work 

to consider the preparatory nature, or the rehearsal of the speaking voice. The majority of my 

previous art practice prior to undertaking this study involved my own fictional storytelling 

presented as truth. Through various artistic mediums, such as photography, video and live 

performance, each imply an authenticity through its arrangement. The story has been told 

persuasively, either partially or in full, through my own act of narration within each work. The 

effect of which created compelling results from my audience. My play on the suspension of 

disbelief generated excited audiences and interest in my work. The resulting separation of 

critical thinking for the investment in an implausible reality, mainly commanded by my voice 

in the act of speech, presented an opportunity for me to explore this further under doctoral 

study. 

The sense of rehearsal as the departure point of this work was designed to reveal the process 

of how we experience the voice in action and precedes the ‘presentation’ of it – typically an 

audience’s first intended encounter with a performance work. By demonstrating this step as an 

antecedent provides a formative position and creates a transparent deconstruction of the voice 

in all the conditions this thesis presents itself. The subversion occurs in this context as a 

revealing of the construction of the performance that is not designed to be seen and through 

the revealing of both the authentic and inauthentic versions of spurious tale telling in The One 

That Got Away. Additionally, locations for potential subversion are considered in the linguistic 

deployment of the speech acts otherwise not seemingly intended for display, and within the 

perceived societal contexts of the scenario discussed. An exposure of all these elements 

threaten to undermine the impact and effectiveness of the performance of the monologue and 

as such, challenges the supposed and anticipated conventions of a performance. 

Young’s practice, both broadly and specifically in I am a Revolutionary! provides a sense of 

revelation in and through their work. Importantly, this traverses the territory of business, 
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commerce and law – fields and disciplines known for its rigid conventions and senses of 

expectation and compliance. Young intersects this often traditional and pragmatic world with 

work in photography, video and performance that identifies and targets specific locations or 

subjects for critique. Through the utilisation of herself within many of her works (especially 

that of her earlier practice), she challenges these coded parameters with creative outcomes that 

unseat the audience and their expectations. This challenge of laws and orders through the 

evocative experience of performance – and through the enacting of voice in I am a 

Revolutionary! – makes an ideal example for analysis with The One That Got Away. 

Like Young, my work wishes to both identify the stasis of the convention and subvert it through 

the gestural turn of spoken language. Although visually unlike Young’s, the use of dual voices 

involve the mimic and repetition of the voice to an axis point where a transformation occurs 

and becomes acknowledged by the audience. The One That Got Away seeks, like Young, to 

acknowledge its confines of convention and through it, break out of its shackles. 

Figure I. Elucidations of Practical Works 

In my video piece 
The One That Got Away we see an arrangement of three screens, 

with its outer screens 
tilted inwards 

to bracket the central screen as though to make the viewer experience 
all three screens simultaneously from one central perspective. This is 
much like the mirrors of a dressing table allowing additional 
perspectives and 
angles when observing oneself. The nature of the work plays upon the 
use of the mirror as a refracting device of perspective 
and self-reflection 
creating ambiguity distortion of space within the experience. 

So also, also directly behind the positioned viewer, the wall has an 
embedded mirror within it, creating reverse angles and 
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ostensibly uhm 
another screen simulated in the opposing mirror. 
This creates a further level of perspective created by a 360-degree angle 
of the overall viewing experience. 
The central screen and reflected on the simulated screen of the mirror 
is, uh, a video of a 
Slow 
lapping river 
a surface with only natural light flickering on the undulation of its 
movement. In loop, and at various points, a green outlined geometric 
shape, squares, 

rectangle 

four linear sides 
but of varying dimensions slowly appears and dissolves, tracking in and 
out of the frame. The outer screens present two at first seemingly 
duplicate videos. We see the artist’s image, 
me 
that is 
head and shoulders, against a green curtain backdrop. In both 
screens, a performance of speaking commences with emerging 
differences. Audio speakers sit adjacent to screen 1 on the left and 
screen two on the right. The stereo effect of both speakers is received 
simultaneously when the viewer is centrally situated. 
The middle, from there 
However, when each screen is discreetly approached, the unique 
characteristics of the performed oration become distinguishable from 
the other. Dependent on where you stand. 
Screen 1 presents the narration of an abstract monologue 
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From me, but another voice becomes audible. Yeah an unseen 
interlocutor interrupts the performed story to correct, reframe and 
advise me in the presentation of of 

my speech. Here is when an 
unseen presentation skills coach is providing instructions as to how to 
present the story with atmosphere and 
authenticity. 
On screen 3, over there we see the monologue without interruption. 

This version is a well-rehearsed and counselled version of screen 1, 
bearing all the hallmarks 
and dividends 
of its earlier instruction. For every cycle of the unrehearsed voice 
screen 1, it takes 4 loop cycles of the rehearsed voice in screen 3. When 
seen and heard in stereo, from the optimum viewpoint, the recital and 
sound align in unison 
at one in every four points 
before the breakdown reoccurs again. 

The monologue, both rehearsed and unrehearsed, present an 
abstract story alluding to the idiom of ‘the one that got away’, the 
classic tall story of the. Fishing expedition where a huge! 
Record-beating fish was caught yet no evidence remains of its 
happening. The storyteller exaggerates and embellishes the story every 
time it’s recited, 
drawing question as to the truthfulness! Of the 

narrated account 
in part or in full. 
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2.2. Analyses of Intersecting Theoretical Themes and Associated Practices 

2.2.1. Behind the Scenes 

In Carey Young’s I am a Revolutionary! we see the artist undergoing a presentation skills 

training session with her own personal vocal trainer within the stage-like environment of an 

empty corporate office space, intended for transmission through video presentation. 

(Fig.1) Still image from video, I am a Revolutionary! Carey Young, 2001. 

In the rationale of the work, it describes: 

...Young and her teacher work hard at perfecting one line from what appears to be a 
larger speech intended for an unknown audience. Young is having great trouble with 
the line – “I am a revolutionary”….Repeating the words again and again in a series of 
fruitless attempts to sound credible, Young tries to internalise the message so that it 
becomes something she personally believes. To her trainer, the words seem 
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unproblematic, as if they are just another message that can be spouted to an audience 
like any other within the realm of popular or political culture. (Carey Young, 2001)27 

This work presents a pertinent example of performance to consider with The One That Got 

Away as both an illustration of the unintended, behind the scenes rehearsal of a planned oration 

but also as a literal description of the performative. Unlike The One That Got Away which 

presents the invisible interlocutor – or acousmêtre – as a sounded-only instructor rehearsing 

the many lines of prose from the monologue, Young fixes on the one line and in repetition with 

a visibly synchronous teacher. As described by Young, the dynamic between both she and the 

teacher are at odds. The teacher’s role is simply to instruct, as is his responsibility, but Young 

is far more invested in the evocation of the message. 

2.2.2. Law and Desire 

This is entirely the same scenario in The One That Got Away and a useful demonstration of the 

analogy of language as on one hand law, and on the other, desire, as described by Lacan. 

(Fig. 2) Still image from video, The One That Got Away, Gemma Marmalade, 2016. 

27 http://www.careyyoung.com/works#/i-am-a-revolutionary 
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The teachers in both cases are providing the instructional, functional mechanisms of language 

as a tool, as indeed is their role to deliver skills because they have been recruited and paid to 

do so. 

This singular teacher amalgamates the tropes of Ancient Grecian and Roman teachers of 

persuasive rhetoric who would historically be an arrangement of mentors of the grammarian, 

musician and comic actor to create a ‘modulated’ voice: “The treatment of the voice for 

specifically rhetorical purposes was deeply anchored in the school curriculum, to such an extent 

that, before the lessons with the rhetor, the student and future orator had to exercise his voice 

with the grammarian and the comic actor.” (Schulz 2020:366)28 

Their investment is in the simple and unfussy delivery of the job to instruct their respective 

female student the rules of impactful vocal delivery. However, their instruction is taken in and 

mirrored by the student, following the advice given and through a mimicking of the instructor. 

This process of listening to speech, mimicking, and then repeating it is the fundamental 

learning mechanism of universal language acquisition. However, in the transfer from one party 

to another, a number of notable changes occur which means that the original law of meaning 

shifts considerably. It is in this shifting from one form to another that I analyse the possibility 

of locating the means for a subversive voice to emerge. 

Firstly, and as already described, the intentions of the instructor and the student are entirely 

different. The instructor intends to deliver an instruction the student and is therefore functional 

in providing descriptive tools to enable the student to deliver the phrase in question. Whilst the 

student attentively observes and re-performs the instructions given, the exact same phrase takes 

on new meaning. There is a much greater sense of personal involvement and investment in the 

efficacy of this same technical phrase when spoken by the student. As stated, Young seeks to 

make a ‘credible’ statement, through ‘internalising’ it. This alternate intention is enlivened 

from that of the law of its function to an identifiable sense of desire. This is to state the phrase 

with new authenticity, ownership and unique impact. This transference is evident in both 

Young’s and my own delivery of the respectively given phrase. When “I am a revolutionary!” 

28 SCHULZ, V. (2020) ‘The Music of the Words in Roman Rhetoric’ in A Companion to Ancient Greek and 
Roman Music, eds. Lynch, T., and Rocconi, E., Wiley, NY. 
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is spoken by the instructor and documented by the video, the audience can feel certain that the 

instructor is not indeed declaring his own revolutionary intent. 

Through the context of the exposing of this ‘behind-the-scenes’ (the rehearsal before a public 

speech scenario) the viewer is compelled by the arrangement of visual and aural cues to 

understand the relationship of instructor and student and know the proposed revolutionary is 

in fact Young. Even without the visibility of the instructor in The One That Got Away, the roles 

are clear through their sounded interruptions and the dynamic set up between the two voices 

presented. 

Young’s attempt to convince her audience through self-declaration and identification as an as 

yet undefined sociopolitical agitator is gradually exposed through the repetition of the 

statement, but the statement in itself is unquestionably emphatic. Similarly, my intention to 

entertain and convince the audience by regaling them in the enthusiastic story of the fishing 

expedition resulting in the ‘big catch’ has the same qualities of personal ownership and 

evocation, something the instructors of both examples do not share, despite citing the same 

statements. 

This demonstrates that the way in which the statement is made in contrast to the statement 

being said has significant potential for change of effect. As such, the way in which speech is 

performed has the ability for transformation and where a subversive voice begins to form. 

However, it is useful to consider how the technical and traditional function of the language 

itself might play a role in the transference of meaning. 

2.2.3. Linguistics 

In J. L. Austin’s study of linguistics, he describes this as ‘performatives’ in How to do Things 

with Words (1962) as a contrast to what he considered as ‘constantive’ – the descriptive and 

literal forms of utterance. Austin’s work is lauded as a significant and fundamental position on 

the application of language and the formalising the term ‘performative’, which has since been 

used as a specific tool in linguistics, as well as an applied context to performance studies. The 

purpose of the approach to use Austin’s linguistic model in this section is to understand the 

performative in its original incarnation when applied to The One That Got Away. According to 

Austin, a performative is identifiable as being neither true or false, or as it is suggested ‘truth-

evaluable’ and in the act of uttering, it is performing an action as opposed to being 
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‘constantive’. Within Austin’s concept of performatives, he defines the nature of a performed 

purposeful statement as an ‘illocutionary act’. The statement, ‘I am a revolutionary’ is a perfect 

example of such. It is an act performed by saying something, and saying so, with what is 

defined by Austin as ‘specific force’. In contrast to Dolar’s physical force of voice as a sounded 

object that emanates from the body (its origin), this force is the intention to speak, forming a 

context for action, and operating within that context. Austin proposes the very nature of the 

articulation and statement-making makes it illocutionary. He states that ‘locution’, the 

performance of an utterance, which is otherwise more direct, literal, and uncompromised by 

any ambiguity, is hinged on truth stating. In the same sense as Lacan, the function of the law 

of language is present. Saying ‘I am a revolutionary’ to some extent appears as locutionary. It 

is a formal, unquestionable statement spoken as fact. However, Young’s work and my own 

begins to reveal the variability of the language through the performance of it and hence where 

the transference of the voice can alter subsequent meaning considerably. 

Saying something will often, or even normally, produce certain consequential effects 
upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience, or of the speaker, or of other 
persons: and it may be done with the design, intention, or purpose of producing them. 
(Austin 1962:42)29 

As Austin states here, the ‘consequential effects’ of the speaker give away all manner of 

possibilities in which the statement can be understood which can differ entirely from their 

original position. These effects reflect the impact of desire – the counterpoint to Lacan’s law 

of language – and its carrier is the voice facilitating this change in state. It also clearly suggests 

this doesn’t just reside with the speakers’ sense of purpose, but also the audience, and any other 

participants involved, such as the training coach. 

Conversely, The One That Got Away is what Austin would define as the ‘perlocutionary act’ – 

this is a performed utterance exemplified by the pursuit of emphatic and characterful 

persuasion – as opposed to truth-stating, law-abiding, functional, locutionary words – where 

the effect of rhetoric is magnified by the performance act. Here, the recital of the abstract 

monologue is purposefully an arrangement of complex linguistics and syntax; not simple, 

29 AUSTIN, J.L. (1962) How To Do Things With Words London: Oxford University Press. 
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functional statements. It is in no way a locutionary statement and the purpose of the monologue 

was conceived and designed as such to play with the possibilities of language and the potential 

variety of interpretation. 

As opposed to Young’s four-word proclamation, my tactically abstract approach to language 

weaves not only the idiomatic nature of the title itself, but also colloquialisms, slang, and poetic 

turns of phrase. It is intentionally difficult to penetrate along literal approaches to linguistic 

analysis. Rather, it is designed to indicate wafting flavours of meaning without grasping any 

form of tangible, conventional syntax. At its nature, is the story of the huge fish that was 

successfully caught is designed to convince its audience of its truth. In this sense, it hopes to 

be locutionary – ‘I caught a huge fish’. However, it is a spurious and lively tale of the adventure 

of fishing, which deliberately evades this statement, for example, “Like a quickened sharp 

shooter, we dive together, net in my hand, only one of us will rise the victor. The spoils.” The 

first sentence describes the moment of the net being used by me – the analogous angler, and 

‘one of us’, alluding to both the fish and myself in the act of the attempted catch, where only 

one will succeed. The second declares the result – ‘the spoils’, implying my catching of the 

fish and celebrating my victory over it. Linguistically, neither sentence makes a fact, law-based 

locutionary claim. Instead together they hint, infer, and link suggestive propositions to paint a 

story to the audience that ‘I caught a huge fish’ without technically saying so. This language is 

entirely perlocutionary and negates the specificity of the laws of language statement to impart 

meaning. Yet the inference is as commonly understood as perlocutionary (the effect understood 

by the witness) as it is locutionary (the functional words said by the speaker). Instead, the 

atmosphere created in the perlocutionary act of this language creates a colourful and 

entertaining play of words, a suggestion of the desire and phenomena of language. 

The One That Got Away makes as much the same statement in the array of poetically and 

complexly arranged words as it does in Young’s functional four-word statement, but they differ 

significantly in their means of delivery. In this instance, speech theory as proposed by Austin 

serves to demonstrate definitive, alternate modes to deliver the same or similar meaning 

through the deployment of language as an act. However, the accessibility of transforming the 

meaning intended in The One That Got Away is entirely placed in the ability of the audience to 

pick up on the linguistic cues and decipher its message. The ambiguity demonstrated in this 

work and considered against speech theory assists in observing a groundwork where a 

subversive voice arises in this style of perlocution. If the subversive voice might form in the 
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tool of language, then it could occur in the slippage of perlocutionary statements as presented 

from the phrases sampled in The One That Got Away. This is likely because the ambiguity of 

words which are constructed with the purpose to enact effect rather than deliver traditional 

information, giving more scope for this change in state to occur, thus providing a richer ground 

to cultivate alternative forms of meaning expressed. The perlocutionary statements are 

unconventional and amorphous; unyielding to structure and law. Yet this delivery of linguistics 

alone doesn’t fully describe other intersecting factors that too can create the sense of subversion 

of an audience’s perception and resulting understanding. 

Embedded within this context is the idiom ‘the one that got away’. The use of this phrase 

purposely implies the lie is at play, even though the performance seeks to challenge it. This 

paradox intentionally plays with the audiences’ sense of belief, the truth-evaluable part of 

Austin’s theory. Does the audience assume because of the idiom, it is a construct? Or do they 

allow themselves to be convinced by the delivery of performance? Another element of speech 

act theory can be directed to consider the monologue as a series of what is defined as ‘indirect 

speech acts’. These also create a problem for linguists due the very nature of ambiguity in its 

word play because of multiple layers of illocution. Here’s an example at a midpoint of the 

monologue, “…so off slings the sarnie. I’ve got bigger priorities.” Just in this short example, 

the word play is characteristically vague. Firstly, so off slings the sarnie uses colloquialism and 

slang in both sling and sarnie respectively. It does not state as it implies: ‘I threw away my 

sandwich’. Off slings... suggests it may not even by my hand that disposes of it but the manner 

of the delivery, the turn of the phrase in the performance makes it illocutionary. Next to it, 

follows what appears to be a more simplistic illocution in I’ve got bigger priorities. This, more 

classically defines an illocution, a statement of the speaker. It uses more straightforward 

semantics in its prose unlike its prior statement. However, against this counterpart, it has no 

anchor of context. Together, it implies the sandwich has been thrown away to concentrate on 

the bigger priorities but the statement in itself does not reveal this. 

If an indirect speech act is multiple layers of illocution, and those indirect speech acts create 

greater scope for obscuration, the subversive voice might thrive more so in what is being 

performed through the language than in the language itself. This position widens the 

possibilities to such an extent as to open a wealth of variability to stylise and individualise 

meaning not limited to established linguistical orders, including vocal sounds. LaBelle says the 

voice functions as “…an extremely provocative combination: that the contaminating behaviour 
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of any sound is at once and the same time a means for rupture and attachment, interference and 

nurturing assurance, and resistance and solidarity.” (2014: iii)30. 

In light of LaBelle’s notions of ‘contamination’, it could well be considered that too many 

unruly and contradictory factors – rupture and attachment, resistance and solidarity etc. – are 

at play to fully demonstrate and define the use of voice in both these works specifically under 

the auspices of Austin’s linguistic models, no matter how scholarly or complex. The 

contamination described echoes the way in which the subversive voice manifests as a polluter, 

disruptor, or transistor-switch to redirect meaning from its original path. 

2.2.4. Voice as Sounded Utterance 

The voice, from Bahktin’s work of the ‘epiphenomenon of the utterance’ (1984:63)31, is 

situated in the existence of primal human noises prior to the context of formally constructed 

language. The aesthetic sound or guttural function of expressing sounds through mouth and 

breath is borne of our evolution through communication as underpinned in the psychoanalytical 

models of Lacan, and as observed by Freud in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality 

(1905:222)32. The voice as acknowledged here predates formally arranged linguistic 

constructs. This early voice emanates from instinctive expressions of sound unlinked from 

ordered and measured phoneme. 

The One That Got Away encompasses both the agency and impact of the primal sound of voice 

in addition to the meaning imparted through its selection of specific language. This is seen in 

the ‘huffing’ of frustration when I am corrected by the instructor as I double back, self-check 

and attempt again to follow the instructions in the prescribed way. I am perceivably behaving 

in mannerisms of sounds like an ‘uhm’ followed by a purposeful output of breath which 

communicate the sense of determination to perfect the statements without stating ‘I am now 

getting frustrated’. This demonstrates how performative gestures are intrinsic as instinctive and 

30 LABELLE, B. (2014) Lexicon of the Mouth: Poetics and Politics of Voice and the Oral Imaginary, 
Bloomsbury. 
31 BAKHTIN, M. (1984) Rabelais and His World. Trans. By Helene Iswolsky. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 

32 FREUD, S. (1905) Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume VII (1901-1905): A Case of Hysteria, Three Essays on 
Sexuality and Other Works, 123-246. 
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desire-informed means of communication, as well as theorised and constructed performative 

words being capable of the imparting of meaning. Therefore, such sound shapes as signs in and 

by themselves should be considered as a simultaneous tool of expressive purpose worthy of 

consideration as a means to subvert the channel of meaning, and not ‘saying’ anything is as 

valuable as what is being ‘said’. This begins to present that a singular linguistic model alone 

does not provide enough scope to fully grasp all communicative layers of a performance work, 

although, as Umberto Eco states that “undoubtedly, a theory of speech acts starts from the 

observation (although never innocent) of certain empirical behaviors” (1986:13)33 as this first 

section acknowledges. Instead, this heralds the wider possibilities of the interrelationships 

between non-linguistic (sound as readable sign), phonetics (how something is said) as well as 

linguistic signs (the structure of language) to create a more diverse palette for performance 

activity. 

2.2.5. Linguistic Variables 

Having already stated the purpose of the language as intentionally complex and the use of 

idiom as paradoxical, I will now consider other variables presented against Austin’s theory. 

Austin defines that in order to be performative an utterance must conform to a series of 

conditions which impact the interpretation of the information presented, known as ‘felicity 

conditions’. This negates the purpose of seeking a truth or a falsehood, but considers either the 

felicitous or infelicitous, the happy or sad outcomes as receipt of the speech performance. This 

in itself actively implies the interpretation of the listener or audience. This potentially adds 

more layers of variability in the decoding its message, and therefore consideration of what 

informs that audiences deciphering of it is an important one. Young’s audience might be so 

inclined to rejoice at the advent of a new revolutionary whilst others might not. Indeed, my 

audience might share the implied excitement of my ‘catch’ while others might be cynical of its 

claim. In either sense, Austin presents another interesting abstraction on the philosophy of 

language and provides the importance of the understanding of intention and context of the 

performer as well as the conditions in which it occurs and who experiences it. Considering 

Lacan, the compelling, instinctive desires of the audience populates within the law of the father; 

the rational structures of communication. This audience may have its individual interpretations 

but broadly, as understood through semiotics, will be largely informed through codes learnt 

33 ECO, U. (1986) Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, Indiana University Press. 
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and understood within social and cultural conditioning. Therefore, there is a likely sharing of 

a common core of interpretation, which can still accommodate other specific variations without 

creating compromising extents of deviation which negate the collective sense of the message. 

In A Theory of Semiotics (1978), Umberto Eco acknowledges that within that common channel 

of reception, ‘noises’ exist and can interfere with intelligibility, making the message less 

detectable. This implies that although disrupted, it does not fundamentally change or entirely 

erase the message itself; it rather creates greater possibility of ranges of understanding. As 

such, the reading of the audience plays a part in understanding how a subversive voice – the 

alternately intended implication beyond what is functionally said – is received and understood. 

The subfield of pragmatics offers further consideration of the way intention and context 

contribute within speech acts. Jacob Mey cites, “Consider language use as to be whatever 

happens when users are doing things with words” which Mey then follows with a quote from 

Stephen Levinson, “It rests on the assumption that language users, being members of society, 

depends on the rules and norms that are valid at any time, in any place, in the community they 

belong to.” (1993:294)34. Mey points out here that as opposed to the examination of 

conventional coded structures of language in semantics, pragmatics (as with semiotics) offers 

a viewpoint on the variables of meaning transmission through all the parties involved in the 

communicative act. This extends Austin’s insistent and layered theories of context in the 

language itself. In pragmatics, this is widened to a scope of considering meaning as being 

reliant on the geography, social and political conditions, cultures, and experiences of all 

concerned. This is also not just considering those who receive the performed voice. It considers 

implicature given by the performer and their unique set of variable conditions, which might 

alter the perspective of the intended language. 

2.2.6. Schizoid Voice 

The fallacy perceived of Young’s statement might in one case, be generated from the 

implication of a sense of failure or imposterhood of the performer, so to state ‘I am a 

revolutionary!’ is a desperate act of affirmation due to a loss of grip on reality. Not only does 

34 MEY, J.L. (1993) Pragmatics. An Introduction Blackwell. 
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the repetition dissolve the assumed worded impact, the act of repeating oneself – in this case 

similar to utterance sounds – suggests doubt and an inner as opposed to outer dialogue comes 

to the surface. Young might be assigned to the concept of ‘schizoid voice’ described by many, 

including psychologist Louis Sass in Madness and Modernism (1992) and Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1982) about Samuel Beckett’s 

use of voice in stage play – the incessant internal narrative presenting concerns to distorted 

perceptions and psychiatric presentations. In another, the context of the slick city skyline, 

corporate dress and a supposed cultural level of status might infer to the audience Young is 

primed and ready for her coup d’état. These conflicting interpretations, like what is signified 

by the Sign, depends upon many variables of experiential perspective through the deductions 

made from the stimulus of the performance. 

2.2.7. Gendered Voice 

In both these case studies, the gendered voice plays a significant role in contextualising how 

the voice is understood. The voice has to, if true to its definition, be confined to specific cultural 

contexts. The presentation of voice in both works immediately ascribes the dynamic of gender 

– given with male instructors (seen and unseen respectively) and female primary orators. In I 

am a Revolutionary! Young assumes the role of not only orator but assumes all other aspects 

of power privilege in terms of perceived class, race, and circumstances. The physical space, as 

described earlier in this section, suggests all the trappings of business, status, and commerce. 

The high-rise city buildings seen from the view of the carpeted, sterile corporate space denote 

the world of Western, Capitalist 21st century progression. 

The interior where Young is situated presents hallmarks of these typical spaces like 

architectural palm plants placed in the efforts to create harmonious and comfortable working 

environments. Her clothing and general dress of a structured and tailored suit; a neat, short and 

practical haircut denote suggestions of androgyny – the first identifier of her gender and as 

other identifiable women have adopted as a means to survive and rival their traditionally male 

counterparts in the conventionally machismo workplaces of high business, they adopt tropes 

of atypical feminine dress and behaviours – our first clue into a challenge of cultural contexts. 

She presents as being of white ethnicity with generally middle-class identifiers, most reliably 

carried by her way of speaking through dialect and accent in addition to physical gestures of 

situation-appropriate postures and behaviours. Also, when the voice is deployed within this 

frame of class, we hear a pitch of voice which is differentiated from typically lower male 
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registers. The contexts of the environment establish the interpreted understanding of the voice; 

and because her voice connects and aligns with the cultural expectations of a well-dressed and 

successfully placed role, we as audience pay little specific attention to it. It sits congruously 

with all our other expectations in this scenario and our conventions go unchallenged. However, 

the rupture occurs when the performance sees a woman present and perform these broad 

conventions. There’s no possible way this work would have the agency and reach it does if it 

were not for the orator being identifiably female. If it were a male orator receiving training in 

this statement as opposed to that of a woman, we would not draw the same conclusions as this 

work reveals. A male speaker would probably have its audience understand the ‘behind the 

scenes’ nature of the rehearsal as a function and example of good practice for someone in a 

position of status and power. 

Delivering the words ‘I am a revolutionary’ might not convey the level of self-doubt, delusion, 

or schizoid nature in its repetition to the same degree as if it were a woman saying the same. 

Inherently, our cultural contexts assume a woman can never have the same level of conviction 

because through history and patriarchy, we might consciously or unconsciously question the 

ability and capacity of women to function in roles they are not conventionally assigned to. 

Although these contextual factors have absolutely no bearing on the theories of voice as 

understood in currently theorised models, these factors skew norms and completely throw both 

our interpretation of the meaning (the words being said) and the aesthetic sound (the female 

pitch of the voice). In this, the subversive voice presents as the culturally coded antithesis of 

conditioned expectation. The other voice at play, the visible male instructor, also goes a 

significant way to undermine the voice of the female. Although Young takes the role of primary 

orator, her position is undone by his presence because it suggests she relies upon skills inherent 

to his position as opposed to her own, this too plays within the assuming of gender expectations. 

Young both challenges the typical expectations of female roles in positions of power but 

simultaneously self-sabotages it by exposing her male facilitator. This recalls the notion of the 

postmodernist double bluff referred to earlier – the effect of just the female voice only posits a 

bold feminist ‘I am a revolutionary!’ challenge to conventions we in a contemporary Western 

sense are fairly exposed to. However, the addition of another reveal – the illustration of the 

male mastermind behind it – exposes an additional factor which turns the audience back on its 

expectations. 
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2.2.8. Pedagogy and Rhetoric 

Through the traditionally pedagogic learning and training model of repetition, each artist goes 

over and over the same line, faltering on words, self-checking and readjusting the language. 

This exposes a vulnerability to what should otherwise be in itself, a position of authority and 

instruction. As both artists reveal the nature of the training of a voice designed for its efficacy 

and reach, it undermines itself in the revealing of the action. This is in some ways a disclosing 

of a potential form of intellectual puppeteering, by exposing the mechanisms of what we 

assume from the behaviours of given authorities. 

In The One That Got Away, the lie is directly implied through the nature of the monologue and 

its idiom. Both works interrogate and expose the lawlessness of speech making, whether in the 

attempt of deception or in the fruitless and awkward task of finding commodified self-belief. 

They seek to provide a behind the scenes means of testing and showing the mechanisms of 

stirring, barnstorming speeches and statements, designed and crafted to influence audiences for 

profit or some other form of gain or monopoly. The futility of these acts is shown through the 

reveal of its composite parts. In Young’s work, the context of the office, the business suit, the 

physical gesturing of stance and deportment inversely show the fragility of these presentations 

as inauthentic, choreographed, rehearsed and ultimately faked, because the audience bears 

witness to the private event of rehearsal as opposed to its public performance which would 

conventionally exclude the instructor. This also addresses the presence of a hidden authority 

behind the public face. Young’s interlocutor is present, self-assured and unencumbered by the 

task. My interlocutor is present audibly but otherwise unseen, off-screen, constantly picking 

up every inflection of speech for scrutiny. 

Both trainers are seen or heard as recognisably male, as opposed to the female faces of the 

performed works. This presents a taxonomy of authority and also throws into light a potential 

critique of the expression of power from a gendered voice. Here the female voice is taken out 

of its traditionally recognised passive and emotional place and catapulted into historically 

masculine territories, whether fishing, or of affirming statements of business in the corporate 

or political world. Both works seek to present and undermine the infrastructure of the voice by 

harnessing its laws in one respect whilst simultaneously demonstrating its desire, presenting a 

dichotomy for the audience to recognise. It is through this dichotomy that a subversive voice 

presents itself. 
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2.2.9. The Visualised Voice 

Visuality continues to play a role in identifying opportunities for subversion. In The One That 

Got Away, the principal orator is full frame, up close and the ‘talking heads’ position of head 

and shoulders incorporating arm and hand gesticulations, which allows for explicit 

communication of key facial and physical gestures associated with speech. As with Young, 

here an identifiably female speaker presents. She presents within similar paradigms of race and 

class. However, other visual Signs are obfuscated. Clothing is neutrally black, indistinct of 

shape, material or structure and do little to indicate anything other than conventional bodily 

covering. Additionally, hair plays in similar neutrality. The plaited halo describes long hair 

normally associated with women but is styled in an ordered and neat arrangement. Typically, 

long hair is plaited for functional use in sport, or as illustrated in ancient history, for women in 

battle. Long and loose hair is conventionally sexualised and hyper-feminine. Although the artist 

sports recognisably feminine hair, the gaze is averted by its arrangement of practical use for 

some kind of anticipated activity. Here the artist takes a more assertive gaze into the audience, 

mostly conducting eye contact with the audience via the camera lens, but is also sitting upright 

and leaning slightly forward. These typically confident gestures combine, like Young, as a 

confident contemporaneous female orator within similar cultural contexts. 

The voice is ruptured not through its meaning (the telling of the monologue) nor the sound of 

the voice in its performance, which bears all the indicators of confident, rousing speech through 

clear diction and persuasive gestures; instead the undermining voice of the (in this scenario) 

unseen and identifiably male instructor heard through the pitch of his voice in the left-hand 

screen. As with Young’s work, this additional voice reveals the required instruction and 

direction of a more authoritative skill set the artist seemingly has not yet fully grasped. 

However, as the work transits to the right-hand screen, the artist has no instructor or direction, 

autonomously presenting the monologue with unhindered conviction. In this example, unlike 

Young, both sides of the coin are shown in tandem, synchronising at points then falling out of 

synchronicity in their respectively presented loops. They also look over to the other creating a 

mirror effect and as though directly challenging the other. As the viewer looks from one to the 

other, they seem caught in the conflict which begins to negate the power of the other. In this 

sense, this work does something in addition to these cultural contexts than presented in 

Young’s work. Whilst it appears to show its true hand, which could be read to undermine the 

impact of it, the fact it conflicts with itself changes the way in which the voice – beyond sound 

and/or meaning – is transmitted. 
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2.2.10. Paradoxical Voice 

Again, the voice demonstrated cannot fully appreciate the other wider opportunities arising in 

these works when we consider it only as the intersection of worded language and sonic 

experience. These other elements of context present more sophisticated means of 

understanding voice as a subversive tool in the orchestration of these multitudinous streams. 

These streams affect the voice and are used as a way to interrogate further how the voice can 

be applied and instigated. Artists often have a unique opportunity to conjure new perspectives 

in their audience in the same way subversiveness reverses and contradicts social orders and 

values to attempt transformation. 

Dolar’s expressions of the paradoxical nature of the object voice looks singularly at the two 

main elements of worded language and sound making. However, another potential application 

of paradox – the subversive voice – can be further conflated when placed with the performing 

of it when cultural norms are challenged. The paradox of both works given as examples show 

that when the skew of expectation occurs, the voice can be experienced in ways some voice 

theories do not yet reach. 

Norrie Neumark defines the ‘paradox’ of vocal aesthetics in contemporary art practice by 

pointing out the specific agency the artist has when performatively presenting the voice 

resulting in, “…rich veins for media artists themselves and a scholarly understanding of what 

artists are doing with voice” (2010:18)35, thus suggesting the paradoxical, or subversive 

treatment of the voice enables a new way to present and understand its use in art practice. 

The visual experience also becomes a pivotal constituent in the presentation of the voice, as 

discussed. Both examples of work use the means of recording through a digital video lens to 

act as document to the performance at play. Neither works transfer adequately in meaning to a 

live performance to be experienced by the audience in real time. They are both designed to be 

transmitted repeatedly, in numerous situations to various audiences but are also specific to the 

medium. They are a record of something already passed and recorded for seeming posterity. 

They are not the intended product or live presentation of the performance (this example is 

35 NEUMARK, N. (2010) “Introduction: The Paradox of Voice.” In Voice: Vocal Aesthetics in Digital Arts and 
Media, edited by Norrie Neumark, Ross Gibson, and Theo van Leeuwen. MIT Press: Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. 
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presented in The Presentation of the Voice). In The One That Got Away, the work is specifically 

situated in physical presence of the audience over two conflicting screens with a central screen 

acting as the connecting element, a referee to the din from either side from its stereo-like 

presentation. These are all intentional devices to allow the work to form its impact on the 

audience. The medium of video reinforces this is a performance documented in another place 

in space and time, not intended to be seen, unlike a live performance does. This is also 

displayed in the video work of I am a Revolutionary!, albeit a single scene and continuous 

frame piece of visual work. Nonetheless, it is important these elements present the ‘blind spot’ 

of the voice, as Dolar describes – the part we are not meant to see or experience, but know it is 

there. In this sense the blind spot of these performances is performed in the same way in which 

the subversive voice is situated within a blind spot. 

This is to say the subversive voice is not immediately declared or identifiable, yet its presence 

and impact is perceivable through both the voice and the performative conditions of it. 

Alternatively, what is declared and identifiable is what is not conventionally intended to be 

seen and hence becomes another part of the subversive potential of the work. Additionally, the 

central screen of The One That Got Away does not simply function as an intermediary screen. 

No representation of performance, sound or language are shown here. Its purpose 

metaphorically represents a conduit space between the left rehearsal screen and the 

unequivocally performed screen to the right. This visual metaphor extends to the intersectional 

space of this notion of voice as inside/outside, subject/object, speaker/listener, 

performer/audience. Specifically in this work, the proposed intersection of the voice with 

multiple, intersecting and ever-moving cultural contexts is illustrated in the visual central form. 

The rippling waves of water not only illustrate the symbolism of the fishing escapade being 

linguistically described, but also a moving flow, a direction or wave of information being 

carried and making its way from one presentation of voice to the other. This metaphor of 

process is enabled by the merging in and out of the explicit green frame shapes shown. 

2.2.11. Environmental Contexts 

Both works present in many ways, a similar engagement within the environment where speech 

acts are taking place. The context of I am a Revolutionary!, with its reference to the city 

corporate space projects a window of drama, of other micro-dramas and indeed performances 

of gestures taking place beyond. This backdrop presents a world beyond the world immediately 

presented. In The One That Got Away, the backdrop of green screen curtaining opens up a 
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potential for an alternative drama to be presented. The nature of the green screen alludes to the 

suggestion of a projection of all kinds of possible visual scenarios. Taking lead from 

Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulations, the hyperreality of the deconstructed frame presents 

the impossibility of staging an illusion through its reveal. It is both at once and neither an 

illusion nor the real, “Illusion is no longer possible because the real is no longer possible” 

(1998:247)36. The subversive voice has the same illusionary qualities through its disruptive 

qualities suggesting the difficulty of determinacy to pin down as either literal or symbolic, as 

is the slippages between the rules of law and the instincts of desire. Instead, the green curtain 

itself is revealed as a metaphor for the projectional capacity for it to form a canvas for any 

perception the audience might choose. This also displaces the image of the river – the Sign, 

seen in the central screen. The visual separation of the Sign to the vocalised declaration of the 

catching of the enigmatic fish demonstrates a fracture and deconstruction of its parts which on 

one hand might signal to the revealing of its functions, but simultaneously maintains the barely 

perceptible but instinctively received message of the subversive voice. 

2.2.12. Deconstructed Frames 

The deconstruction of the constituent parts is seen literally in The One That Got Away through 

the physical distinction of the three screens and their simulation of experience when seen 

separately, yet together. 

(Fig.3) Still image from installation, The One That Got Away, Gemma Marmalade, 2016. 

36 BAUDRILLARD, J. (1988) Simulacra and Simulations. Selected Writings, Stanford University Press. 
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This simultaneous performance of the lie, revealing its inner workings creates a purposeful 

conflicting distortion of intention. It might, dependent on the audience, seek to convince the 

audience of its authenticity but in doing so, might reveal its fiction. The One That Got Away 

knowingly plays with these parameters, creating contradictory messages through the 

experience of the work. In the same way the angles of the screens distort the perception of the 

viewer, where mirrors reflect screens and screens present frames within frames. The opposing 

speeches duplicated, seem to argue with each other across the field of vision and hearing of the 

audience, but synchronise at times, creating a harmonious choir of duplicate information, 

before the discord reoccurs. It creates an uncanny and destabilising stasis where the viewer 

questions its place through the physical immersion and installation of screens, conflicting and 

jarring, across the sound and through mirrored reflections creating false visual simulations. 

These parts are seen more figuratively in I am a Revolutionary! Through a composition of 

elements within the one fixed frame of moving image. Jarring and tension is implied through 

the ever-expanding anxiety created in the attempts and failings of the phrase. ‘I am a 

revolutionary!’ becomes the antithesis of any revolutionary statement. It is counter-

revolutionary, obedient and stale through the incessant manufacture of words and sounds. As 

opposed to the implied radical agitation of the language, the role is deferential to the teacher, 

docile and commodified. 

2.2.13. Emergence 

Both works display the subversive voice in a direct and abrupt turn of speech whereby the 

linguistic arrangement of words, the gestural qualities of performance, the visual Signs, and 

the conditions of both those in the work and that of the audience are considered against the 

grain of expectation and become conflated together. The phenomena of voice and all of its 

complexities and divergences struggle to be compartmentalised, yet through identifying each 

element as they cross spaces and intersect, bring about the emergence of space where new 

opportunity of the voice might arise. Dolar’s notion of the object voice is not alone in drawing 

indication to the expansion of the voice being beyond just sound and meaning. Lacan’s ‘partial 

object’ (1977:168)37, and Winnicott’s ‘transitional object’ (1953:89)38 both suggest the process 

37 LACAN, J. (1977) “Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis.” In Écrits: A Selection. 
London: Tavistock Publications Limited. 

38 WINNICOTT, D.W. (1953). Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena—A Study of the First Not-Me 
Possession International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 34:89-97. 
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and a phase of transference as a precarious state; “the precariousness of play belongs to the fact 

that it is always on the theoretical line between the subjective and that which is objectively 

perceived” (Winnicott 1953:89)39 

I propose the subversive voice is in this example of its infancy, a precarious and barely 

determinable expression of desire within the shifting states of commonly understood 

transactional laws of communication. As Winnicott suggests, play itself – which could be the 

subversive voice, is the disobedient moving object within the decipherable lines or rules. Play 

is amusing, instinctive, ever shifting, and an act of pleasure seeking. This sense of desire 

presents as the subversive voice does, as a feature within the realms of more rigid and theorised 

boundaries of its law. This is what is intended to be displayed in The One That Got Away 

through the subversive turns of linguistics, gestural signs, and constructed conditions of display 

to coalesce together in a layered, dynamic and often overwhelming performance of a speech 

act. An additional subversive turn occurs within it by exposing its inner workings through the 

revealing of the rehearsal. This might at first be perceived by the audience as a revelation of 

the subversive voice, but instead, it doubles down on itself to obscure it even further because 

the gesture of revelation is a conventional one and the subversive gesture is most typically at 

odds with conventions. 

The knowing nature of the work, by making the unintended work the work itself, presents a 

means the audience are brought in to and become complicit to the work in its interpretation. 

Without which, the work could only be understood in generally conventional ways and thus 

the revealing of preparation becomes another part to illustrate the emerging mechanisms of the 

subversive voice. The effect of the work, regardless of precisely how the audience chooses to 

interpret it, still acknowledges its delivery of a core common message, but ultimately evades 

being wholly pinned down through its every shifting complexities. The voice in this work is 

the primary medium for subversiveness to be literally articulated; but the performance, its 

conditions, and audience’s response become integral to theorise it to its fullest extent of agency. 

The potential of contrasting elements is simultaneously both confirmations and disavowals of 

meaning, thus illustrating a deep chasm of play – with words, meaning, gestural expression 

and all manner of other textural devices to shape and form expression. 

39 Ibid. 
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The subversive voice occurs when performance both acknowledges and directly challenges 

expected and assumed cultural norms: in this example, the expectation of gendered roles of 

conventionally authoritarian speakers; the assumed honesty and implicit trust of information 

giving; the cultural contextualising of visual information presented alongside it, and the laws 

of linguistic communication, proposing a richer palette of performative tools to be applied to 

the performance activity. Subvert, from its original Latin, to turn, to redirect meaning or 

intention, and is the mode in which to think about the voice of the artist, rather than just a clear, 

and uninterrupted passage or channel or meaning. The notion of the subversive voice continues 

to be examined in its growth throughout the thesis, that it is the turn of the speaking voice, like 

a turn of phrase, which acknowledges the noises and distortions within said channel of 

communication. It is rather more nuanced and certainly more veiled than transparent meaning, 

but to observe the possibilities of interruptions, disruptions, interpretations and ambiguities as 

expansive properties rather than reductive ones, can allow the artist a renewed means to 

negotiate creative and conceptual territory. 
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3. The Presentation of the Voice 

Pragmatism… ; IMPOSTER/HECKLER 

And 

Information Action 

3.1. A Short Introduction to The Presentation of the Voice 

Having already primed an investigation in the previous section how a subversive voice is 

initially constructed through linguistic and visually signified ‘preparation’, this section 

provides the opportunity to understand how a live performance of it can be presented. This is 

done so in two pieces of work, firstly ‘Pragmatism…’ (an abbreviation from its full title) which 

informed the subsequent IMPOSTER/HECKLER. Each are tests of live performance 

conventions to discover what alternative means of communication can be deployed in these 

contexts to present the subversive voice. It is important to qualify what I mean by a ‘test’ in the 

process of this research. My approach to any form of art practice, including performance-

oriented work does not seek to be finite, conclusive, or resolved in any way. Every offering is 

a form of research within itself, and with an associated element of risk. The immediacy of 

making a live performance, with unknown quantities belonging to the audience or other 

environmental circumstance can all have as vital an impact on the work than that which I intend 

to present. The test in this sense, reflects my intentions, but also willingness, and sometimes 

encouragement, for other factors to infuse and potentially authenticate the experience. 

Joseph Beuys’ prolific and seminal practice often places him as both orator and pedagogue 

with seemingly shamanistic capabilities to conjure and compel audiences in real time and 

within live and embodied experience. Information Action is a key example of the act of 

teaching and learning as a live, inclusive experience for its audience, as well as a performance 

spectacle. Beuys takes on the role of lecturer in the wisdom and delivery of his intellectual 

musings, but also collaboratively with his ‘students’. This experience for all taking part, 

including Beuys, energises the ‘information’ being delivered through its ‘action’ into a 

collective and transformatory energy of happening. Its improvisational qualities through the 

seeming abandonment of any script or plan is demonstrated through the incorporation of any 

or all participatory elements, providing democracy and an open invitation to challenge 

presupposed power holds and dynamics. 
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Pragmatism… provides one test of the lecturer/student dynamic and IMPOSTER/HECKLER, 

an inversion of the traditional sense of these assumed roles. Pragmatism… sets up and exploits 

the coded behaviour circumstances of power, authority and control through a gradual but swift 

escalation in performative absurdity of its stereotype. The excessive exaggeration of such a 

stereotype does not compound it, but through its aggressiveness, parodies it to a new extent 

and therefore, a sense of change. Like Beuys, his wizard-like hat and demeanour which 

reportedly appeared to summon a mystical conduit of wisdom, Pragmatism… shares a similar 

authoritative channel for live experience and its subsequent examination. Additionally, 

IMPOSTER/HECKLER continues to test and challenge those roles by creating a mirror of their 

original and conventionally assumed roles, by teaching the performance of teaching to another, 

to test the ultimate efficacy of the teachers’ claims and their impact on its audience. 

Additionally, the frustrated audience disruptions that simmered in Pragmatism… are 

performed and made into action in IMPOSTER/HECKLER. The ultimately unpredictable 

energy and outcomes stirred by Beuys, is also shared in these works. 

Figure II. Elucidations of Practical Works 

Ok 

so my approach to the invitation to present in my doctoral 
school symposium was to use the conventional conditions of the research 
conference event as a location to try 

something out. 
The school’s agenda was to present their current doctoral candidates 

like me 
with a means to outline research activity amongst student and faculty 
alike, but also to disseminate ideas and theories of methodologies of 
study and the specific areas of research being investigated. The sharing 
of research process and new means of knowledge is the touchstone to 
the nature of academia. By association, this comes with a level of 
esteem and a response that usually elicits a kind of sense of gravitas. 

And by extension 
sometimes 
a perception of elitism. 
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I’ve been delegate 
and witness to many conferences that demonstrate and follow an 

established convention of usually accessible speakers – 

‘I know what I’m doing’ 

‘and I’m going to explain it to you’ 

‘and here’s why it’s relevant’ 
to some others that descend into a density of florid, jargonesque 
language and alienating performative gestures that are compelling to 
witness but otherwise almost 

incomprehensible. 
This ‘slippage’ between the echelons of knowledge 

and playful potential of a voice laid a firm ground that I wanted to 
test out. 

I thought to myself, 
how can I use my voice, 

my authority, and any status attributed to me, 

with the purpose to challenge the boundaries of a 
performative voice over word? 

So 
in the first instance, I used these conventions and behaviours as a way to 
road test the symposium I’d been invited to present within. 
I segue from the mid-morning break 
where coffee and tea were taken 
to present what might at first seem to be following the 
form of yet another conventional presentation. 
This involved a carefully rehearsed combination of gestures which 
combined variations of vocal pitch, 
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extended periods of silence, 

tone of voice and a purposeful distancing from the 
microphone to enhance the effect. 

I take a deliberate use of a plastic cup of 
water 
not only as an aide, 
as most presenters might to assist in their vocal presentation, but also to 
create additional lubrication to my lower register speech 

into the microphone. 
Almost ASMR-like, I create specific sounded noise in the microphone, 
spitting ‘p’ 

Pst 

Ppft 
ppph sounds 
so they reverberate across the room speakers. 

Importantly, this is deployed whilst leaning across the speaker’s 
podium, arms outstretched and maintaining eye contact confidently with 
all, scanning my vision across the room. I am simultaneously undermining 
the conviction in my somewhat arresting and authoritative stance 

with an awkward sounded experience. This leaning 
position along with aggressive audience eye contact 
is a positively adopted gesture which not only places me closer to the 
microphone for the 

ppf pfff spit sounds, 
but opposes the more passive stance usually attributed to the context of 
an event for formative researchers to present provisional research 
outcomes. 
This association of a certain level of anticipated anxiety of the speakers 
is utterly contrasted by 
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this bullish and overt physical 
posturing. 

Extended pauses to drink water 
or simply muse at the spectacle of the accompanying PowerPoint 
presentation were intentionally and painfully long, 

again 
attributing a delusional sense of self confidence in 
the material as though no consideration were given over to the taking 
up of the audience time for self-congratulatory observation and 
amusement! 
These periods of time were carefully managed through an 
‘active analysis’ of responses to the performance environment. It was 
essential to remain wholly aware of the audience response 
and the variable potentials that could arise in the circumstances. 

Oh um 
the experience was enhanced by having previously arrived at the 
morning registration 
at the venue ‘in character’ and continued during and after the 
presentation. This included dressing and styling myself in 
specifically observed trends and conventions of fellow academics and 
researchers. I was slightly aloof, 

vocally distant 
and engaging as little as possible with other delegates and presenters. 
This method approach 
to fully become this isolated and self-isolating character 
was an essential tactic 
to set a subconscious behavioural tone to any delegate who may 
engage me. 
My choice of dress actively sought to buy into stereotyped, middle aged, 

you know Western female academic garb. 

A loose but slightly crumpled quality linen shirt, 
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slightly awkward wide leg cropped wool mix trousers 
and a pair of regularly used Nikes which could be attributed to 
comfortable metropolis commuting that never got 

switched up to ‘professional work’ shoes. As a shunning 
of patriarchal and institutional expectations, the trainers echo 
the non-conformist office wear in the loose fitted and ultimately comfort-
oriented selection. 
The low-slung utility 
tortoiseshell spectacles 
all present a sense of low-level awareness 

ponytail 

of professional 
female dress but remain fastidiously functional while identifiably 
feminine in presentation. This is an important combination because it 
communicates essential non-verbal cues of attitude in line 
with awkward interactions during unstructured parts of the day. This also 
assisted my awareness to actively analyse my audience’s response in 
these fallow periods of the event. 
Thinking on my feet, I would have to instantaneously 
respond to unanticipated encounters, interestingly, 

of which there weren’t any. 
It appeared my non-verbally communicated behaviour, somewhat 
hostile and withdrawn, did not gain a reception worthy of an 
attempt of engagement. This was useful, as it did also protect the 
mystique of the performance until it was time to present it. 
Starting with a seemingly direct and explanatory approach to the 
contents of the presentation, it quickly descends into a run-on sentence 

hindered by what feels like endless comma breaks, 
inexplicable terms bearing little rational relationship to 

each other, 
and grammatical 

awkwardness. This follows the apparent ‘back up’ of ‘cited 
authors’ and the ‘reference’ – of course, both of which are entirely 
fictional – that appears to validate the content. The somewhat ‘spoof’ 
impact of the authors are not just casual joke names, but carefully 
considered character constructs that strategically balance the 
architypes of academics with comedic references, 
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as does the context of the delivery of the rational speech act with the 
incongruent humorous content. 

I took the opportunity to take the model of the performance lecture 
demonstrated in Pragmatism… and play with other possibilities in how 
to undermine and subvert it in new ways. 

In my workplace at the University of Derby, 

I was tasked to programme and project manage an international 
research conference in March 2019 for FORMAT Photography Festival, 

called Forever//Now. In addition to organising a call for papers 
from worldwide researchers, shortlisting, booking and arranging all 
logistical requirements for the event, it was an opportunity to insert my 
own research outputs for the conference. 
It was one of the perks of the job that allowed me to pitch 
another iteration of a subversive work 

as a test. 
I was mindful it would be more appropriate for a photography festival to 
examine my photographic practice to be more in keeping with the 
festival aims. This also allowed me an opportunity to fuse this lens based 
practice which preceded my doctoral research intentions. I knew they 
were linked in their manner 

to subvert audience expectations 
in their play with fictions and 

authority 
and it presented a way to explore both the subversions in the visual 
language of the work alongside the platform of the giving of the artists 
research paper. 
Green Fingered is an overarching collection of works which has various 
series of work within it. The works presents a visual narrative that 
purports to represent the scientifically documented phenomenon 
that lesbians have unique pheromonal ability to grow unusually 

large vegetables. 
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Seed Series is a body of black and white portraits discovered in the 
archive of a 1970’s radical feminist botanist, Gerda Haeckel 
They’re outrageously comedic in theory, 
but the images seek to authentically validate the notion. 

This work plays upon the institutional gravitas of the scientific field. It 
describes Haeckel as a disgraced scientist 

shunned from her field as a political woman 
and the images are made sensitively to imbue them with that sense of 
gravitas 

and the seriousness 
through its lack of perceived representation. 

The audience has responded to this work in fascinating ways. Many 
are entirely hoodwinked and assume this is an entirely credible found 
archive. Others will appreciate the play in hand but willingly suspend 
their disbelief to enjoy the experience. 
I wrote an accompanying text, 
Gay Gardens: Visual Anachronisms and the Subversive Politics of Lesbian 
Representation. 
This paper took an academic approach to the earlier made fictional work 

as though it were entirely authentic. It took the 
position of the collector or curator of the archive and what it meant for 
such works to be found and surveyed in the 21st Century 
It referenced Agamben and Benjamin, 
you know, and others. 
Unlike Pragmatism…, the content was written authentically to its 
purpose with the oration subverted, whereas Pragmatism… 
had its content subverted and the oration delivered authentically 

It struck me that to subvert the 
delivery of Gay Gardens, it had to be a device other that making the 
content seen absurd. 

In light of the outcomes of the performance of Pragmatism… and my 
own interrogation of what it is to be a performing academic imposter, 

I employed a doppelgänger 
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to not only deliver the paper as though she were me, 
but to take on part of the event management role 

in between. 

So, 
we used the skills developed from the presentation skills coach in The 
One That Got Away to help my doppelgänger rehearse and be 

authentic. In real forensic detail 
physical poise, voice, gesture and aesthetic was practiced and rehearsed 
repeatedly 
using all of the framework I learnt. In the uncomfortably and eerily 
successful performance of this paper, 
my doppelgänger was approached by fellow academics 

presented to thank 
her 

um, me 
for the opportunity. These academics who might not have known me 
directly in person, but would have gleaned enough visual information 
from online networking or social media sources to not assume I was in 
fact an ‘other’. 

At a strategic point in the schedule, my 
doppelgänger switched into the clothes I had been wearing on the day 
and I switched to dress in whatever opposite way of my own usual look I 
could authentically muster. My fair, straight hair was switched to a curly 
dark wig 
I wore make up in ways to draw out characteristics I ordinarily wouldn’t, 
I wore clothes that sat on my body in ways unusual to how I usually dress. 
I didn’t wear my glasses and I consciously, 

physically 
moved and gestured 

in ways at odds with my own learnt behaviours. 
Our pre-rehearsed plan meant that on the conclusion of the paper 
alongside the trusty PowerPoint 
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– on this occasion, a very conventional one! – 
a short opportunity for questions arose of which anyone in the audience 
could respond to. In advance, a further stooge planted in the 
audience asked a relevant question to the paper 
in a serious, articulate and considered tone, 
reinforcing the seeming authenticity of its content 
and the speaker. As heckler, I ask a series of increasingly hostile sounding 
questions which challenged my doppelgänger in an attempt to 

expose the work as a fiction 
and a hoax. The escalating aggression culminates in the heckler’s 
dramatic removal by security personnel, leaving the audience initially 
confused 

silenced. 

3.2. Analyses of Intersecting Theoretical Themes and Influences of Associated Practices 

3.2.1. Pedagogic and Authorial 

The nature of the invitation to present in both these institutional contexts is twofold. On one 

account, I am a confirmed doctoral researcher presenting my research finding (to its date) with 

other peers at various stages of the same process. Secondly, I am representing myself as an 

artist and teaching academic of an institute. Being both researcher and academic draws a 

conventionally perceived sense of achievement in respective sectors. An assumption of 

capacity and capability validated from not one but two distinct sources. However, there is 

sometimes a feeling of imposterhood which is cited in academic or high achieving circles, 

where one is struck by what status is assumed in the process. This consideration has made me 

acutely aware of what it takes to be convincing. As an artist/performer, my role has been to 

assume creative and performative works other than me. My art practice has historically 

engaged in both performative and revisionist strategy, forming fictional and spurious narratives 

and deploying them as visual and experiential weapons of ‘truth’. The photographic 

background to my studies has taught me of the capacity of the image to deceive. In this case, I 

was acutely aware of the combinations of my historical practice and the status of my authority 

as academic that can be used to consider alternative approaches to this presentation 

opportunity. Teaching itself is a performative experience. To be compelling as a teacher, as I 
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was taught during a postgraduate teaching qualification, was to remain in charge, and leading 

by voice: 

The teacher, being a facilitator in the teaching-learning dynamic, plays a key role of 
eliciting changes in the students through the use of voice. The students are engaged not 
only by the message conveyed by means of the voice, but they also interpret the content 
by the vocal quality of the speaker. (Rodrigues 2017:4)40 

This sense of ‘change’ imparted upon the student within the process of learning through the 

use of voice recognises part of what this body of research undertakes. The subversiveness of 

voice is the change that voice delivers, other to what is traditionally expected and subsequently 

impacts the student. Within Image Music Text, Barthes describes the impossibility of objective 

discursive communication: 

Imagine that I am a teacher: I speak, endlessly, in front of and for someone who remains 
silent. I am the person who says / (the detours of one, we or impersonal sentence make 
no difference), I am the person who, under cover of setting out a body of knowledge, 
puts out a discourse, never knowing how that discourse is being received and thus for 
ever forbidden the reassurance of a definitive image - even if offensive - which would 
constitute me. In the exposi, more aptly named than we tend to think, it is not knowledge 
which is exposed, it is the subject (who exposes himself to all sorts of painful 
adventures). The mirror is empty, reflecting back to me no more than the falling away 
of my language as it gradually unrolls. (1987:194)41 

This description of the teaching relationship identifies the unknowingness of how the discourse 

lands and is subsequently interpreted by the audience. However, Barthes questions the teacher 

as the psychoanalyst by creating the contrary – it is the teacher being analysed. Further, he uses 

the allegorical example of the disguised Marx Brothers as scenario imposters: 

…[the Marx Brothers] disguised as Russian airmen (in A Night at the Opera – a work 
which I regard as allegorical of many a textual problem), I am, at the beginning of my 
expose, rigged out with a large false beard which, drenched little by little with the flood 
of my own words (a substitute for the jug of water from which the Mute, Harpo, guzzles 
away on the Mayor of New York's rostrum)… I then feel coming unstuck piecemeal in 
front of everybody. Scarcely have I made the audience smile with some ‘witty’ remark, 
scarcely have I reassured it with some progressive stereotype, than I experience all the 
complacency of such provocations; I regret the hysterical drive, would like to retract it, 
preferring too late an austere to a ‘clever’ discourse (but in that contrary case it is the 
‘severity’ of the discourse that would seem hysterical to me). Should some smile answer 

40 RODRIGUES, A.L.V. (2017) Impact of The Teacher’s Voice In The Classroom. Disturb Communication, 
Sao Paulo 29 (1) 2-9 March. 

41 BARTHES, R. (1987) Image-Music-Text, Fontana. 
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my remark or some gesture of assent my stereotype of intimidation, I immediately 
persuade myself that these manifestations of complicity come from imbeciles or 
flatterers (I am here describing an imaginary process). It is I who am after a response 
and who let myself go as far as to provoke it, yet it suffices that I receive a response for 
me to become distrustful. (1987:194-195)42 

The sense of imposterhood described earlier in the contexts of the performance are shared in 

Barthes expressive dichotomy in the act of performing authority, which illustrates the flux 

between self-doubting fraudulent behaviours and aggressively performed intentions, ultimately 

unravelling with a consciousness between the axis of probable perceptions. 

Ana Luiza Vilar Rodrigues points out another axis of duality in the delivery of the message. 

This is conveyed (in this instance by the teacher) which in turn is interpreted through analyses 

(by the student), reflecting the dynamic transaction of the communication, but specifically by 

‘vocal quality’ as opposed to what is being taught. This pedagogic scenario hence provides a 

useful example to consider such vocal qualities in the live performance of instruction, speaking 

or teaching within the institutional environment and how they might identify said change. 

Pedagogy fundamentally requires an assumed authority embedded within knowledge, 

expertise, and other associated factors ascribed to the task. My role as an educator on a daily 

basis, provides a platform by which the dissemination of knowledge, and therefore power, is 

played out as a form of live performance. My job is to lead the student through their own 

learning quagmires and from my experience, what seems to conjure the most lasting and 

valuable effect, is to convince the student, through my own sense of absolute conviction, of 

their absolute capacity to achieve whatever the task at hand is. I often witness evidence of their 

own collapsing self-doubt in their panicked gestures, yet they often pass over those anxieties 

and buy in to the unflinching message I present to them. Possibly in the sense they have nothing 

to lose, they may as well take my word for it. Without giving any gesture away as to whether 

I have concerns as to their capabilities, I lock them in eye contact and simply tell them they 

‘can’. Historically, I have found this form of performance generates a response which is 

remarkable. Students can often abandon their insecurities and trust in my voice. It is not the 

message so much they hear – it is the voice and the quality of it, as Rodrigues describes, which 

enacts a ‘change’. The compelling vocal and physical deployment of emphasis, conviction, and 

unwavering impact induces the audience to be seduced through the desire and jouissance as 

presented by Lacan, that overwrites their more cognitive sense of doubt. It is a nurturing 

42 Ibid. 
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position that attaches to the emotive phenomena of expressions and departs from logic, 

function, and the law of language. 

3.2.2. Acting 

Theatrical performances and the trained performance skills of acting utilise the sense of the 

‘method’ act. The Stanislavski system creates an elaboration of stages denoting a shift from 

creating a performance of representation as though a facsimile of a character, to embodying it 

in a way that it mobilises the performer’s intention to harness a character fully through 

immersing in their inner motives, which in turn activates a connection to subconscious and 

emotional empathies. 

“This ‘conscious’ physical map of action would then arouse and bring out the ‘unconscious’ 

emotions of the actor.” (Sawoski, 2013:5)43 This represents Lacan’s law and order of language 

in contrast to unconsciousness – its lawless, instinctive opposite. By design, the actor’s 

interpretation goes beyond the performative; the mimicking of the role assigned. The 

performance taps into the audiences instinctive and primal responses to create the resonating 

impact of the performance. This moves far beyond the rules of linguistics or use of language 

to convey information and instead pivots on its emotional connectedness to its audience to 

deliver the message. The naturalistic and convincingness of the actor’s presentation is what 

causes the audience to imagine the actor has become the character. An acting 

transubstantiation, the illusion is compelling. Stanislavski described: 

...[through] the process of action the actor gradually obtains the mastery over the inner 
incentives of the actions of the character he is representing, evoking in himself the 
emotions and thoughts which resulted in those actions. In such a case, an actor not only 
understands his part, but also feels it, and that is the most important thing in creative 
work on the stage. (Carnicke 1998:156)44. 

This teaching example, and in turn the approach taken in both the conference performances, 

summons all of the instructions of the method. It calls especially upon the nature of responding 

to live or ‘active’ analysis of an unfolding set of circumstances of the performance, and where 

43 SAWOSKI, P. (2013) The Stanislavski System: Growth and Methodology. 

44 CARNICKE, S.M. (1998) Stanislavsky in Focus. Russian Theatre Archive Ser. London: Harwood Academic 
Publishers. 
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the nature of improvisation is generated. This requires a deep sense of empathetic connection 

with the role undertaken and a purposeful harnessing of those behaviours so to remove the 

distinctions between the actor and the character; where they merge and become ultimately 

experientially compelling. 

3.2.3. Laws and their Subversion 

The approach of the conference presentations was designed specifically to simultaneously 

address the research study – this notion of the subversive voice whilst presenting it 

subversively. As though meta in its intentions, this was most certainly a very raw test in various 

ways. Firstly, the intention of both works was to fundamentally build upon the concerns 

addressed in the Preparation of the Voice which examined the subversive possibilities of 

linguistics, the law-based rules of Lacan’s analysis, to shift to its counterpart, desire, within the 

evocative qualities of live performance acts. The previous section described had allowed a 

foundation in rehearsing the efficacy of performance through a process of linguistic word play 

with a familiarisation of behaviours, oral sound arrangements, and physical gestures associated 

with the speech act, in order to vocalise a falsehood or fiction with the intention of being 

believed by the audience. Albeit the story was presented as poetic prose and deconstructed into 

literal visual parts, this section considers how the impact of oration training prepared the 

demonstration of this presentation/performance and what it means to consider it through the 

phenomena of experience. This section had, however, served me useful training to mobilise a 

combination of speech making behaviours demonstrated in both Pragmatism… and 

IMPOSTER/HECKLER to not only deliver convincing performances on a technical basis, but 

specifically evoke the emotive responses this section concentrates upon. 

However, the actual arrangement of content information deployed in Pragmatism… involved 

constructed language that did borrow from the first section study of linguistical analysis. 

Instead, in this instance, the rules were broken, weaving a web of not just perplexingly complex 

grammatical arrangements, but nonsensical words, and phrases which parody the stereotypes 

of academic language. It intended to both match and exceed the stereotype, so to mirror it 

enough to be recognisable, but stretched enough to become absurd. 

This doctoral research explores through the means of conceptual artworks, a 
critical relationship to the minutiae of amorphistic paradigms negating the 
theoretical intersections, otherwise entirely divorced, here or by, practice and 
which that is research. In reference to Lichtenstein’s reactionary thinker and 
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subsequent theorist, Herve Keenke, the anarchistic perfusions of “reality as a 
form of utopian social criticism leaving all notions in utter contempt” 
immediately bares a cohesion of both parts, manifesting discord in ironic 
proponents and experiencecability.45 

Further, the full title of the work is ‘The Pragmatism of Non-Consequential Aesthetic 

Irrationality: A Discussion of Tropes in Research Modalities’ and is a useful example of the 

language content and its strategic interplay. 

(Fig.4) Still image from performance, Pragmatism…, Gemma Marmalade, 2016. 

Firstly, it is a self-indulgently long title not often ascribed to art works. Perhaps it is ironically 

and knowingly long, or perhaps it is just so academically dense it requires it as such, the 

audience is left with a large mouthful of a title to masticate on. Also, quite purposely is the 

physical ordeal of the mouth to say it. It runs along the oral palette like fingers up and down 

piano keys. It causes the reader to stumble not only in its annunciation demands, but in its 

linguistic verbiage. It starts seemingly compliant by using ‘pragmatism’ – a reliable, practical, 

and reassuring term that alludes to a rationality which is consequently discounted at the latter 

part of this half of the title with the word ‘irrationality’. ‘Pragmatism’ and ‘Irrationality’ 

bracket this sentence like a linguistic palindrome and serve again as counterpoint metaphors 

for Lacan’s ‘law’ versus ‘desire’ model. Indeed, this ‘irrationality is predicated by both ‘non-

45 MARMALADE. G. (2016) Pragmatism… extract from performance lecture. 
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consequential’ and ‘aesthetic’. ‘Non-consequential’ is in itself an undermining of whatever the 

pragmatism sought to be and ‘aesthetic’ throws the possible meaning of a potential visual or 

sensorial value. Aesthetics infers an ambiguity of intellectual judgement, of subjective analysis 

that creates an ambiguity in its understanding. The arrangement of these words is not merely 

incidental or accidentally arranged purely for comic effect. They weave nouns and adjectives 

with intentional redirection and loosely point at the theoretical binaries being discussed. They 

have, in this sense, meaning in their intentional lack of meaning. This is metaphor for the work 

itself. The counterpoint to the title beyond the colon is ‘a discussion of tropes in research 

modalities’. This far more passive and less egregious second part sounds by comparison a light 

relief. A ‘discussion’ sounds more than reasonable. To this end, the discussion is a term of 

research analysis ‘I will discuss…’ and in context to the event at hand, but it also gives a well-

hidden clue that the performance itself is a form of performative dialogue. It is a physical 

dialogue between the action of the artist and the reciprocal response of the audience that 

informs the subsequent outcomes and constructs the work. Finally, ‘modalities’ is strategically 

deployed as definition for the mode in which something exists. Indeed, it is the very action of 

the performance which becomes the mode; the work becomes an active thing and object in 

itself. It is neither fully the artist/performer, nor the audience – it is between, and the voice as 

transactive object in this between, the area being analysed for the location of potential 

subversiveness. The title is a tale of two halves – one side being a complex and tangling knot 

of duplicity and the other, its counterpoint, a lifting of the veil. 

For the purposes of this thesis and for the comfort of the readers eye or ear, this work is being 

referred to in shorthand as, (ironically) ‘Pragmatism…’. 

3.2.4. Humour 

This axis of tension is vitally important. Critchley recognises this when discussing the potential 

of jokes raising validity claims. He cites the rationalist, Jürgen Habermas, in defining valid 

speech acts as – “grammatical well-formedness, truth, rightness, adequacy of standards of 

value and sincerity” and against the joke as being typically “insincere, have highly inadequate 

standards, be empirically wrong, manifestly untrue and grammatically ill-informed”, yet one 

“can always refuse a priori to find something funny” (2002:79)46. This alludes to a slippage 

46 CRITCHLEY, S. (2002) On Humour. Thinking in Action, Routledge. 
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between these factors and the recalcitrant virtues of the joke having transmission within this 

perceived binary. The contents of Pragmatism…bear all the hallmarks of the latter claim in its 

fictional citations and incredulous abuse of language, but is performed as though resembling 

Habermas’ sense of validity and integrity to speech acts. The performed gestures imbue both a 

sense of the ridiculous simultaneously with a sense of authenticity and hence, the tension, or 

subversiveness, is made. Initially, the reaction from the Pragmatism… audience was 

particularly compliant and broadly accepting of my delivery of speech. The paper was designed 

to gradually descend from the probably convincing into more ludicrous claims and extended 

periods of awkwardness that would unveil the comedy explicitly. As such, the amplification of 

the gestures increase durationally. At various points, the compliancy of the audience began to 

fracture, with various individuals at different points awakening with wry smiles and scoffs, 

creating a ripple effect throughout the room. 

3.2.5. Institutional Parody 

The visual demonstration alongside the performance lecture of Pragmatism… played an 

important role in parodying the conventional PowerPoint instructional content with comedic 

content. In the diagram displayed within the presentation, there are all the tropes of the 

predictable pseudo- ‘institutional’ diagram with ‘dynamic’ animated arrow deployment. 

(Fig.5) Detail of Presentation performed in Pragmatism…, Gemma Marmalade, 2016. 
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The parody of the taxonomic triangle including statements such as ‘Conflict of research as 

lexical void’ and ‘Practice as subjugative politic of the ‘now’’ play with the use of jargon 

complexities in strategic arrangement. The words themselves are mostly common language, 

but the arrangement, synthesis, and their interplays create the obfuscation. Additionally, 

manufactured words – often using two parts of different ones conjoined together – add further 

complexity and confusion. They are both familiar and unfamiliar, resonating in some sense 

with the audience, and alienating them simultaneously. 

The documentation of this process is also not merely convenience. The duration of the 

conference was singularly documented by a nominated video technician, later edited, and 

published by the university. Happily, this material was contextualised with university branding 

and institutional strap lines. When accessing the footage, the phrase ‘making ambition a reality’ 

is placed along with the institutional logo. This accidental collision between the language of 

branding and the purpose of the work expresses yet another context of authority and 

institutional validation. It is important to recognise that it is due to the interplay of the 

deployment of language, the visual reference, the context of the event, and the demonstration 

of performance that combines into a multifaceted arrangement. The audience has multiple 

meanings of information presented to them which contain the performative dynamics of 

Habermas’ valid speech claims and the absurdity of linguistic content creating humour. This 

multitudinous effect upon the receiver blindside them in many ways. One might think this in 

itself could obfuscate the meanings and the interpretation become less affective. However, this 

test performance really demonstrates that the extended commitment of the audience, even in 

the face of outright absurdity, to buy into the work is compelled by the voice. The audience 

may well be seduced by the evocativeness of the performance, meaning they will overthrow 

their sense of logic which reflects and ultimately contains the laws and rules of language we 

are conditioned to comply to, in favour of the presented phenomena. Therefore, this territory 

of emotive, desire-led conditions, creates a potential ground by which subversiveness could 

emerge. 

3.2.6. The Test 

Returning to the definition of ‘test’ within these performative works I referred to earlier; 

qualifying this expression is an essential factor to both the practical methodology as well as the 

work itself. Unlike the conventional context of a performance being an entirely premeditated, 

considered, and resolved arrangement of conceptual and applied elements, the approach to my 
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performance works contain a set of intentions without preconceived expectations of outcomes. 

For example, both Pragmatism… and IMPOSTER/HECKER have an architecture of conceptual 

intentions. 

(Fig.6) Still image from IMPOSTER/HECKLER, Gemma Marmalade, 2019. 

These intentions are firmly placed in the testing of the research. In the same way the 

Stanislavski approach to performance allows for the natural interventions of an event to inform 

or require improvisation which changes the planned response, the method of this performance 

actively encourages it. Not merely for superficial effect, but a sincere evaluation of how the 

work is received. I am mindful too this response is not wholly universal. I am also aware of the 

specific contexts to this event, be it geographical location, the time of year, social context, or 

any other factor, down to very nuanced detail that could impact the variable outcomes. 

Importantly, the test is not simply an assessment on the external sources and persons 

responding to and occurring with my performances. It is also a test of my own ability to deliver 

upon my idea. The efficacy of performance, and a successful one at that, is usually formed over 

several rehearsals and is designed to improve the outcome. In the One That Got Away, the work 

itself demonstrated the complicit parts of this act of rehearsal. This was exposed literally to the 

audience. By doing so it deconstructed the notion of preparation for a performance. In 

Pragmatism…, there is no explicit evidence of rehearsal. Critically, that is because there is 
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none. Unlike the previous work, this lecture demonstrates how there is no pre-existing rehearsal 

and this is a live event responding to whatever may occur in the duration of it. As such, this is 

the very embodiment of practice as research defined in my introduction. This is also a critical 

part of my research methodology. It is through the live testing of various notions relating to the 

performance of the voice, hoping to reveal new aspects of understanding through these variable 

conditions, and outcome that allows myself as an artist and as a researcher, the ability to 

understand the means of which the performance voice can be understood in new ways. 

The name of this very symposium of which the work took place, responded to the notion, 

‘research as practice: practice as research’. This work embeds the very presentation of the 

concept as a form of research within itself. I make no particular claim to suggest the work 

requires no rehearsal because it is already effective and successful. Neither of these outcomes 

are important to the nature of this undertaking. It does not matter particularly to me whether 

the work of Pragmatism… nor IMPOSTER/HECKLER is deemed to be entertaining, 

informative, or any other means of measuring a conventionally well received research 

presentation experience. The only thing that I intend for the work to do is to provide a very 

transparent platform of evaluating the themes and ideas behind the research itself so I can 

reflect upon its impact to help identify the most evocative subversive tropes and modes within 

it. Even so, having performed these works, made room for all of the interplaying aspects to 

impact it, and responded to the audience feedback, the work did fundamentally present an 

iteration of value to my research. This value very clearly presents itself in the ability that a 

compelling voice is the most evocative factor within a performance and overrides all of the 

law-based sensibilities, even when those sensibilities are aggressively questioned. 

This suggests a form of phenomenon through the act of instructor, teacher, educator vocalising 

‘knowledge’. As such, Rodrigues’ ‘change’ is made possible not through the language, but in 

the manner of speaking. By taking on these roles and having a context of authority, and 

credibility, there is the possibility to play within and test what lengths the subversive voice can 

reach. 

3.2.7. Phenomena 

Having characterised myself in Pragmatism… in a particular way to elicit behaviours and 

responses to this female academic, slightly aloof, confident, very self-assured, a mystique 

reminiscent of the cultural Shaman is presented. Joseph Beuys’ Information Action is a 
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particularly useful example for comparative analysis. This work presented in 1972 as part of 

the Seven Exhibitions at Tate, London, demonstrates the role of the artist-meets-lecturer in an 

evocative, free-flowing, and improvised presentation. The theme of this talk navigated notions 

of democratic action and the importance in harnessing power to shape one’s own destiny. He 

chalked up notes, diagrams, and visual connections upon a series of blackboards, 

communicating with and to his audience in intense discussion and debate. 

(Fig. 7) Image from performance Information Action Joseph Beuys, 1972. 

In conversation about the purpose of this work in 1980, transcriptions from video recording 

states: 

There is a misunderstanding in the social structure, the social dimension of art… it would 
be a kind of theory in an old fashioned way existing in the art system. My intention is to 
break through the art system to reach everyone, participate and share in the creativity of 
work and art… (Beuys, 1980)47 

It is clear that Beuys is critiquing the established values of an art ‘system’ or the traditional, 

conventional ways in which institutional contexts of art is typically organised and presented to 

its common audience, with predictable dynamics between both. Beuys seeks to create an 

intervention between the usual lofty elevation of art from the distinctly separated audience 

recipient through democratising the audience in a form of collaboration. In this sense, 

47 BEUYS, J. Dialogue with Audience, Cooper Union, 1980 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrgzXhIQ-dk 
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IMPOSTER/HECKLER is an inversion of this through emphasising the academic system ad 

absurdum. He also makes direct reference to his intention as being participatory. In the same 

way my practice allows for an integral and dual manifestation of unknown outcomes and the 

opportunity for organic ‘dialogue’ to occur to inform and adjust outcomes, Beuys’ intentions 

echo this also. Similarly, it is a critique and challenge to established art conventions and 

paradigms of art observance. 

Anselm Kiefer was in attendance for such lecture performances during this period and although 

dismissing the politics of his assertions which he ascribed as ‘idealist’ (Lauterwein 2007: 45), 

he was nonetheless moved by his intention and ability to mobilise discussions and objects 

creating their own potential and form of energy. This is another example of the evocative nature 

of the performance countering the specific content. The title, Information Action, itself 

describes what Kiefer remarks upon. It is in this sense that I propose that when information – 

potentially perceived as a functional tool deployed from instructor to learner – is animated into 

action, it infers the capacity of the energised act itself becomes an object. The ‘information’ is 

the referent to Lacan’s law – and ‘action’ its desire. 

3.2.8. Agency 

Alfred Gell’s text Art and Agency describes that human intentions act as an agent to an art 

object (the index) while the object itself does not possess an essential agency of its own. Gell 

suggests that while a viewer of the object might assume an inherent value which is implicit 

through its own presence or materiality, he says this is ultimately problematic as it undermines 

the capacity for the viewer’s participation to inform and shape the experience of it. “There is 

an imputation that there is inherent agency in the material index, [but] this is not to say that the 

agency of the prototype is excluded in these instances.” (1998:32)48. Whilst Gell is using a 

specific example of a material object that can be touched (the audience’s active participation) 

as well as seen (the audience’s passive participation) to demonstrate this point, the fundamental 

principle translates to the medium of performance. In this case being the performance of 

Pragmatism… and IMPOSTER/HECKLER, which might conventionally be supposed as 

having an ultimate and ‘inherent value’ through the act of performance itself. This assumes the 

audience are entirely passive and disconnected from the spectacle and negates the possibility 

48 GELL, A. (1998) Art & Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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of agency being applied from elsewhere in the form of the audience’s responses, their impact 

upon the shared atmosphere, and potential to collaborate in the event. More specifically, both 

of these works very purposefully and actively energise themselves, adjust and pivot in direction 

through a direct and live monitoring and response to the agency of the audience. 

Given the audiences instincts are reacted through a series of emotional provocation, this sits at 

odds to the assumed logical ‘index’ of the art object – the performance itself. This proposition 

suggests these energised performances have similar qualities as the Lacanian model between 

the rules of law – the index – to the agency of an audience’s desire to infuse and change the 

event itself. Both examples by Gell, and Lacan in this case, imbues the act of the manifestation 

of this instructional voice as an index which demonstrates and facilitates a capacity to shift 

from the assumed priority of an artists’ intention to an actual manifest of experience 

participated by all. 

Beuys’ reputation as professor and orator are mythologised in his capacity to demonstrate this 

object voice. His compelling command makes him a live and active agent to the dialogue 

undertaken in the performance space. He is reported to move rapidly, chalking the lessons 

furiously on the blackboards. As Jonah Westerman describes, “Not simply receptacles of 

ideas, the blackboards helped to determine the relationship between the artist and his 

audience, clearly signalling Beuys’s role as instructor.” (Westerman, 2005)49 

The relationship between the artist and his audience is mediated by a microphone promoting 

his voice and placing him firmly as central and pivotal to the work itself. Although Beuys 

claimed the work only exists in its power to democratise art, as he was famously known to have 

said “every man is an artist”, he was ultimately the author and architect of this experience. In 

fact, a member of the audience critiqued the use of his microphone being at odds with Beuys’ 

ideological intentions as it placed ultimate power – through his own amplification – with him. 

Not only does this begin to suggest the raising of volume in his voice makes him the primary 

voice of importance, but the object held makes him the central mediary of the experience. 

Ultimately, the use of the microphone was maintained through a collective referendum and 

thus, the audience took ‘action’ in their own democracy as being integral parts of this 

experience. However, I find this short sighted on the part of the participant audience. It is, in 

49 WESTERMAN, J. (2005) https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/display/artist-rooms-joseph-
beuys-london/joseph-beuys-information-action 
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my mind, not the objects, be it the blackboards nor the microphone that contain the agency that 

Gell remarks upon. 

The agency of Beuys himself, the teacher, the guru, deployed in skilled and determined 

performance that becomes the energised force the work and the artist is renowned for – his 

performative voice as instructor became the object – and it is a subversive one. Whilst Beuys’ 

idealism of being the agent in the creation of the work, his voice is ultimately responsible for 

it. This is where Beuys is, by comparison, not short sighted. By allowing the microphone vote 

to take place, he demonstrates a deference to the democracy he espouses. It plays well for him 

as an authentic artist with integrity to his political message. However, it is not a hardship for 

him as he likely knows that amplification or not, he holds all the power through his role in the 

work anyway. Whilst appearing as the mediary, as though a clairvoyant in the communication 

between two realms of connective experience, he is the conductor of both and he uses this to 

great effect. 

3.2.9. Authorship 

In Barthes’, The Death of The Author, he considers the possibilities to de-centre the author 

from their work. Artists have investigated how a distancing, most typically in a physical form, 

from their work can be understood. Published just a few years prior to this performance, Beuys 

would have been influenced by his contemporaries’ conceptual practices. Information Action 

in many ways seeks to seemingly distance the author in the work and hands over the reins in 

democratic gestures, but in reality, the authorship is subversively rendered in this act through 

his voice, and as such he ultimately maintains it. This authorship is commanded by the vocal 

qualities, the enigmatic behaviours, and assuming of the role which provides the atmosphere, 

less the words he cites. This is not to say it is a duplicitous act. The participants would have 

experienced, in which ever way, the complex interplays between the ideological intention of 

the artist and the experience of the performance act. The constant loop of the exchange between 

the artist and the audience keeps being reinterpreted in this scenario and reflects the methods 

of active analysis being deployed in Pragmatism… too. Each action begets a response which 

begets a further action, and this cycle plays upon the intention and subsequent interpretation 

by the audience for the duration of the experience. 
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3.2.10. Evidence and Record I 

Information Action provides all of the hallmarks of the performative lecture but also how 

history presents the idea of the lecture provided by an enigmatic genius, especially when there 

is little left apart from the testimony of those who witnessed it. Having undertaken detailed 

research in the sourcing of evidence in the work itself, the nature of the material left behind 

gives little clarity of the full detail of the event. There is at best grainy abstracts of film from 

the performance, along with still photographs, analogue sound recordings and transcript 

ephemera that were retained by the Tate Education Department which then ascended into the 

permanent collection in 1983 as artworks. (Westerman, 2005)50 

The lack of any high-quality significant visual evidence adds to the mystique of this encounter 

as though it were in itself a spiritual phenomenon by a religious orator, leader, or influencer. 

Many anecdotes describe the event in highly mythologised and nostalgic terms. Cornelia 

Parker described what suggests a kind of pilgrimage in her early career to see Beuys speak. “I 

was drawn to his work because he was mysterious, a romantic figure with a huge charisma. 

His attraction was that he was someone I was constantly trying to work out.” (Guardian, 2005)51 

Further, Parker describes him as a “fictional…mythical character”. This enigmatic quality, with 

clear ideologies of mystical, even occult-like beliefs, coupled with his celebrity in the art world 

created an evocative mix of values that an audience would be drawn to. Parker continues: “I 

suppose there is what might be called “the quasi factor” about his work – quasi-scientific, 

quasi-mystical, quasi quite a lot of things…but it’s not fake. It’s just something I personally 

don’t know exactly where to place.” (Guardian, 2005)52 This ‘quasi’ reference is important. It 

suggests something in part but not in full; resembling; almost. 

This refers back to the interplay of ambiguity carefully deployed in Pragmatism… It, like 

Information Action, is quasi in its very nature. From its title, to its content, to its visual and to 

its deployment of a central and authorial voice, they are all seated on an axis which is somehow 

resembling of something we ought to trust, which looks and sounds like something we 

recognise, but is somehow displaced. My authorship of this work and its intended experience 

50 Ibid. 

51 O’ HAGAN, S. (2005) A Man of Mystery, The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2005/jan/30/art2 

52 Ibid. 
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plays within this notional space and between two points of the theoretical axis presented where 

subversiveness – the point of change occurs. But, like Parker defensively asserts, it is not fake. 

It is not a superficial stunt. It is a sincere interrogation of the role of the author as conductor to 

an orchestra of conflicting experiential parts, and although creating a complex din of sounds, 

like jazz, does not mean there is not a method or rationale deployed. 

Pragmatism… was a simplistic testing ground of the pedagogic dynamic as a performance, 

which was later synthesised to reflect the more nuanced contingencies of the academic 

conventions in IMPOSTER/HECKLER. Pragmatism…’s quasi nature was in some respects 

perhaps more visible and literal in through the pastiche of its presentation. However, its 

expression within the testing ground this research seeks to support, with the safety of learning 

from its limitations or failures, demonstrates the necessity of the liveness of the performance 

act and reflects upon, as Barthes does in “never knowing how that discourse is being received” 

(1987:194)53 to fully account for the effectiveness, or otherwise, of its intentions. 

3.2.11. Gendered Voice as Object 

After undertaking Pragmatism… and considering Beuys’ work, I was acutely aware of the 

gender dynamic of what it is to be this academically mystical orator and how being identifiably 

female does not stand up to the usual standards of shamanistic qualities normally attributed to 

male roles. These authoritative voices are “In the history of the documentary been for the most 

part that of the male, and its power resides in the possession of knowledge and in the privileged, 

unquestioned activity of interpretation.” (Doane, 1980:42)54 

My physical aggression in Pragmatism…, my lower registered and unequivocal vocal delivery, 

and unflinching commitment to the conceptual message (no matter how skewed) in a 

traditionally patriarchal context could come under a level of scrutiny my male counterparts 

would likely not receive. Academia has been the playground of white heterosexual men and 

the higher up the ladder, the more entrenched elitist behaviours still thrive. It is in itself 

subversive to appropriate all those ritualistic behaviours. The female artist, often 

underrepresented and overlooked, is the norm of our broad and gendered culture. 

53 BARTHES, R. (1987) Image-Music-Text, Fontana. 

54 DOANE, M-A. (1980) “The Voice in Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space.” Yale French Studies 60, 
Cinema/Sound: 35-50. 
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Much so does IMPOSTER/HECKLER present a further modification of the gender presentation 

by having the female heckler challenge the female doppelgänger speaker. This in itself might 

cause an audience to discount the critique presented if the critic is identifiably female. Inspired 

by the theories of de Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler states that “…to be a woman with the 

terms of a masculinist culture is to be a source of mystery and unknowability for men” (1990: 

vii)55 This ‘unknowability’ is presented by the obscure words and incongruous behaviours in 

Pragmatism… and quite literally in IMPOSTER/HECKLER through the displacement and 

replacement of original author transformed to heckler. Arguably, this perception of being the 

‘trouble’ with gender Butler refers to in the eponymous text, is perhaps an exploitable 

subversive device rather than a perceived deficiency, “…For that masculine subject of desire, 

trouble became a scandal with the sudden intrusion, an anticipated agency, of a female ‘object’ 

who inexplicably returns the glance, reverses the gaze, and contests the place and authority of 

the masculine position.” (Butler, 1990: vii)56 Here, Butler refers to the subject of desire being 

challenged through an inversed female ‘object’. 

As such, Pragmatism… and IMPOSTER/HECKLER creates more opportunity to perform the 

elusive, obscurant command of academic sorcery than that of the traditional conventions of the 

male pedagogue and the connotations of mastery often ascribed to the masculine referent. Like 

the work, the inversive play of the typical context expectations creates another layer and 

dynamic to the subversive voice at work. It might be anticipated the unconventional approach 

to performance as demonstrated by Beuys as an identifiable man is all too obvious. The wiry 

body, hunched stance, and almost wizard-like hat becomes a kind of male parody. Whereas the 

similarly unconventional performance approach demonstrated by me, as an identified woman, 

is the additionally subversive double bluff the work requires to be a fully transgressive act. 

3.2.12. Illusions 

The possibilities of creating further inverted ‘folds’ within other folded/subverted layers, where 

the performance interrogates itself became an attractive investigation and hence why 

IMPOSTER/HECKLER became a new iteration beyond Pragmatism…. I have found that given 

55 BUTLER, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: 
Routledge. 

56 Ibid. 
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the opportunity to present at artist talks or give research papers, I cannot simply describe all of 

my creative practices which involve subversive tendencies, gestures, fictions, and lies literally. 

That would undermine its effect, like the magician breaking the Magic Circle code of secrecy. 

This play continues to remain an open secret to the public who engage me, but as a performer, 

I have found the message of the work slips over into the research arena as a means to both 

authenticate and de-authenticate it simultaneously. I talk and present the work as an academic 

surveying the research field. I present the work in absolute conviction to its truth and 

authenticity. This was the dimension that led me to begin my doctoral research. To repeat 

Cornelia Parker on Joseph Beuys, it is not a fake. I am an academic surveying the field and it 

has a truth and authenticity. However, it is simply not as the audience might expect. It does not 

follow the prescribed conventions we generally and quite blindly conform to, whether 

explicitly or tacitly. It is yet another inverted fold of concepts which disrupts the language we 

assume we receive as audience, and as usual this is carefully considered, arranged and 

deployed. 

In IMPOSTER/HECKLER, the sense of Butler, and de Beauvoir’s notion of the ‘other’ 

becomes quite literally performed in the circumstance. By activating this otherness in the form 

of an impersonator created a rich testing ground for where the authorial and subversive voice 

sits. Could an actual imposter render the same efficacy of the message if it is not my own voice? 

My redundancy in the action became too much of an attractive possibility to ignore. If my 

doppelgänger is an imposter academic delivering a fictional narrative as though real, and I have 

historically self-interrogated my authenticity through the performance of that narrative, it 

seemed only fitting to become my own delegate heckler. In many ways, in this act I was 

reversing everything I learned in the Preparation of the Voice and had just taught my imposter. 

I was taking the rule and subverting it. 

3.2.13. Evidence and Record II 

The documented recording of this live event was undertaken in multiple forms. As with 

Pragmatism… the institutional video documentation was undertaken. Additionally, still 

photographic imagery was compiled to evidence the speakers at work. All this material was 

appropriated as document to my performance. Given the seeming detour against the grain of 

the conference agenda where I commenced the heckling, a further means of documentation 

occurs. An informal and slightly hapless live streaming over social media began from a 

member of the audience, with all the failures of acoustic issues, focus, and obstacles in the way 
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of recording the unfolding events. However, this urgent and chaotic visual method embodied 

the disruption of the event. The accessibility of mobile technology inspired the delegate to 

quickly engage social media to live document the event and captured the altercation. This 

imagery becomes a critical resource in context to all the means of documentation. The work is 

therefore demonstrated as a dual-screen video, where both forms of moving image 

documentation is synced together to provide simultaneous perspectives across both formal and 

informal medias – another referent to the theoretical axis. 

(Fig.8) Still Image from video of IMPOSTER/HECKLER, Gemma Marmalade, 2019. 

This too demonstrates the conventions of the institutional and subsequently censored use of 

media where information of the altercation was redacted, along with the uncensored 

immediately web-ready and wholly democratic live stream. 

3.2.14. Conceptual Traps 

I became aware that my earlier performance of Pragmatism… was in many ways a series of 

conceptual traps. IMPOSTER/HECKLER demonstrates a more physical and object 

embodiment of the trap. The agency of the roles of both the imposter and the heckler clash 

together but also create an additional clash of the sensibilities of the audience. Like 

Pragmatism… the audience reliably comply to behaviours of the institutional event and allows 

the platform for the play with the assumed authorities in the room to take place. In this instance, 

the role reversal of those authorities is challenged. The imposter challenges the authenticity of 

the author through its direct removal from its actual self in the same ways Barthes considers 
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the ‘death’ of the author through the metaphor of Balzac’s description of the castrato disguised 

as a woman: 

Who is speaking thus? Is it the story’s hero, concerned to ignore the castrato concealed 
beneath the woman? Is it the man Balzac, endowed by his personal experience with a 
philosophy of Woman? Is it the author Balzac, professing certain “literary” ideas of 
femininity? Is it universal wisdom? Or romantic psychology? It will always be 
impossible to know, for the good reason that all writing is itself this special voice, 
consisting of several indiscernible voices, and that literature is precisely the invention 
of this voice, to which we cannot assign a specific origin: literature is that neuter, that 
composite, that oblique into which every subject escapes, the trap where all identity is 
lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes. (1987:147)57 

Barthes places the widely considered notion of the author’s intentions versus the reader’s 

interpretation, firmly within the metaphorical example of both performance and disguise. 

IMPOSTER/HECKLER presents a literal manifestation of assumptions, intertwined by 

disguised, yet conflicting voices of which it becomes so dense as to recognise an origin. This 

subversion disrupts the perceived channels of information which makes it hard to place. 

This echoes Parker’s fascination with the work of Beuys. It suggests that whilst the outcomes 

are disrupted and unclear, there is not a significant demand to ever really know or have revealed 

the woman is a castrato. It also plays upon the enjoyment of suspended belief, and the pleasure 

taken in the spectacle of the trick or the joke. Referring back to Gell and his essay Vogel’s Net: 

Artworks as Traps, he examines how an artist’s intentions is carried out with a device, created 

with the specific purpose to mobilise intention and action. Describing in the context of the 

encounter with an art object in the gallery he says, “… [It is not that we] see a ‘sign’ from the 

artist, but that we encounter a surrogate version of him, an object that physically acts out his 

plan.” (1996:227)58. Although Gell is describing an archetypal gallery object, the earlier 

deduction between what he presents in Art and Agency as to the ambiguities of what said object 

constitutes which I am coupling in context to the theorised voice, it too has the potential to be 

a ‘trap’ in this sense. Gell suggests that the object made by the artist becomes a surrogate of 

the artist themselves. They are not literally the object but it is infused with their intention. To 

this end, my imposter becomes my vocalised art object surrogate. I am literally not she/the 

57 BARTHES, R. (1987) Image-Music-Text, Fontana. 

58 GELL, A. (1996) Vogel’s Net; Traps as Artworks and Artworks as Traps in Journal of Material Culture, I/I, 
pp15-38. 
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object or their voice, but through the rehearsal and preparation and a detailed observance of 

my intention, they become so. She is physically rehearsed and subsequently performing my 

vocal object. As Dolar states, the voice is a “bodily missile, emancipated yet corporeal” 

(2006:71)59 reveals that in this performance the act of switching my voice to that of an 

imposter/host does not degrade the ability or efficacy of the object voice. 

The message is sent and, although disrupted, it is received in another, unexpected form thus 

becoming a subversive voice. Unlike the ventriloquists’ dummy, this voice is humanised but 

still deploys a similar task. They themselves are not my voice but in the performance, they 

demonstrate its object part. To determine that the deployed intentions in the voice comes off 

unscathed and convincing, despite this physical switch, confirms its independent energy and 

action as an object. In the case of the heckler, this is countered in a reverse of that intention. I 

am deploying my own voice with the intention to undermine my own conceptual intention in 

the work presented, as though to appropriate and perform the imagined voice of the critic as 

‘other’. Although not through the host of an -‘other’, the presence of the actual author, hidden 

in plain sight, illustrates the tussle and volley of voices, each at odds, but ultimately all of which 

are linked to its origin. 

59 DOLAR, M. (2006) A Voice and Nothing More. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
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4. The Abstraction of the Voice 

THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME; VODA; Dream Operator 

And 

Art by Telephone 

4.1. A Short Introduction to The Abstraction of the Voice 

Having in the previous section tackled the potential live and embodied applications of 

performance to the posited notion of the subversive voice this research presents, this next 

section provides the subsequent step in the chronological framework for research – an 

investigation of when the physical presence of the speaking performer is disrupted through a 

process of bodily abstraction. In The Presentation of the Voice, IMPOSTER/HECKLER does, 

in fact, signal this coming shift by demonstrating the replacement of myself as 

presenter/performer with a casted doppelgänger. 

This section takes this emerging conceptual provocation of abstraction, outlining three bodies 

of practical work for discussion and analysis. These being titled THERE’S NO OTHER 

EXCEPT ME, VODA, and Dream Operator. An important acknowledgement is also the 

chronology of these works. THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME was originally contrived and 

beta-tested at relatively small scale in late 2016. Created shortly before ‘Pragmatism…’ in 

2017, but before IMPOSTER/HECKLER in 2019 (these works having been discussed in 

Preparation and Presentation of the Voice); it provided the instinctive orientation to apply 

additional means of disruption within the performance act, particularly by utilising 

technologies to do so. 

It was also a real time reaction to occurring global events. My work maintains a consciousness 

to incorporate influencing circumstantial factors, like that of any simultaneous contextual 

occurrence which has applicable relevance to both my practical work and corresponding 

research. Although by possible coincidence or perhaps an artistic instinct to intuitively reflect 

cultural conditions, integrating these relevant conceptual collisions is testimony to the 

responsiveness, timeliness, and relevance of the works. THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME 

will be presented and discussed as the backdrop to the later more formalised works of VODA, 
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followed by the subsequent Dream Operator, both produced in 2020. These works will be 

examined in analysis with the exhibition Art by Telephone held at Chicago Museum of 

Contemporary Art (1969). 

Art by Telephone fully considers the channel of making and manifesting of an art experience 

by compromising the then traditional channel of its delivery. Through asking artists around the 

world, from locations of varying proximity to the museum in Chicago, to provide verbal 

instructions over the telephone rather than produce them directly by their hand, it cleverly 

reveals the properties of a voices’ capability to instruct on the making of a work and how its 

received dialogue is interpreted. What occurs is not the outcome of an embodied and 

conventionally assumed delivery of the artists, but that of potential otherness informed only by 

the voice, thus making it a critical example of practice that technologically and conceptually 

abstracts the live experience and potential outcomes when the presence of the artist is negated. 

Importantly to the concept, the artist is never witness to the work manufactured through its 

subsequent destruction. VODA and Dream Operator both share this mode of technological 

communication to manifest an experience never to be directly witnessed by its performer. So 

too does it straddle cultural and national boundaries that interpret the information shared into 

recontextualised, reimagined and unanticipated experiences, especially poignant during 

international pandemic travel restrictions. 

Figure III. Elucidations of Practical Works 

My solo show of pre-doctoral practice with Birmingham 
Open Media (BOM) was in Summer 2015, 
which was funded collaboratively between BOM and Birmingham Pride 
because of the works response to the representation of homosexuality 
and this brought about a productive working 
relationship 
plus an open invitation from them to support and platform further works 
that might emerge throughout my doctoral studies which started just 
after 
In 2016, the Pulse nightclub massacre in Florida happened 
it sent ripples across the globe especially within gay communities. 

The tragedy was 
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I think um 
being the single biggest act of terrorism post 9/11 and the 
deadliest example from the history of violence against LGBTQ+ in 
America, 

killing forty nine people and wounding 

something like fifty three others. 
I’d started my initial research around the concepts of the voice and 
authored THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME around the same time 
so a particular factor of of this event resonated 
with my research because during the shooting, many attendees were 
trapped in the building, both because of the siege and through the 
period of hostage taking when authorities 

intercepted. 

In that time, those attendees made loads of phone calls and texts to 
loved ones. The people answering those calls in person or via recorded 
voicemail messages assumed the noise of the firing of the 
semi-automatic rifle 
was the acoustic feedback from the typical pumping nightclub music. 
Then texts that were being sent and calls made were interrupted on 
account of the gunman retrieving the mobile devices from his victims. In 
terms of my research, the occlusions of vital and urgent spoken 
statements 

whether by the environmental noise 
or through the interruption of the telephonic exchange 
is a poignant indicator 
of of telephonic connection 
it was both essential and problematic. 
But also, I was acutely aware that the UK gay community I was working 
with, geographically distant from Orlando 
still felt a deep burden of 

grief and need to connect with each other and with their 
transatlantic contemporaries. 
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So I mobilised to quickly form and present a public telephonic 
facility to symbolically allow a means for spoken words to be said, 
received, and acknowledged. 
It is also well understood that speaking therapies and the processing of 
emotions, like grief, 
through the act of articulation is essential to cognitive and emotional 
wellbeing. The gallery was converted into an open-door space during 
the open hours of nearby LGBTQI+ organisations and social venues in 
Birmingham 
on the officially recognised day of mourning in the US. 

It featured a single desk, chair, subdued lighting, with a detail 
spotlight upon a telephone handset on the desk. The back drop to the 
scene was a large green curtain suspended 
from the upper mezzanine floor 

where the telephone ‘land line’ cabling trailed across the floor and 
disappeared under the heavy drapes. The telephone line could be 
engaged by the visiting public either through picking up the phone 
which would auto-connect to a ringing line, or the phone itself would 
ring into the space, 
inviting those within the gallery to answer. 

The caller would engage the call in isolation, 

without company or an audience. 
The calls weren’t recorded or documented beyond distant, discreet 
photographic documentation. 
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The preservation of the confidentiality of the words exchanged and 
sanctuary of the experience was important 

It was integral to providing the most secure and trusted platform to invite 
the participant to speak freely, without reproach or judgement. 
As the artist receiving these calls, 

I became a human repository to the exchanges that would take place. 

I was physically removed from the encounter in 
my proximity and located within an upper floor office to the ground floor 
gallery. I could not see or anticipate the receipt of these calls having no 
visual referent or prompt from any other source. The participant would 
also not know of my location. 

The purpose was to engage the caller without 
any premeditation, influence of visual referents, and find a way to 
commune entirely through the exclusive provocations of both the 
aurality of the voice and the content of language 

the exchange from caller to receiver was designed 
that the 
‘service’ was not merely a facility to speak and be heard without 
response. In a symbolic response to the disconnection experienced by 
the club victims and their loved ones, this work provided a responding 
voice, 

uninterrupted exchange, 
a means for 

and also, 
some acknowledgement or 

the intention to provide 
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wisdom. To do so, I could not simply provide my own perceptions 
of what to say. 
I could not appropriately or say anything beyond my own sense 

Of what felt right 
And I 
couldn’t or 
Offer unsolicited and unskilled advice. 
Instead, I developed a rudimentary analogue system to deliver language 
unauthored by me. I collected speech acts from American civil rights 
history 

especially those which provided affirmations to the 
historic and contemporary LGBTQI+ community of America 
and compiled them into a simple digital document 
a master copy of reference material. 

On receiving a call, 
the caller would most usually begin to speak. 
The initiation of the speech act was left to the caller. They might ask what 
they ought to do to engage the service, 
or if already aware of the functionality as presented in the simple prompt 
text display on entry to the gallery, 
would begin to speak. 
My role was to listen and 
isolate key words in their statements. The self-imposed criteria for this 
selection was specific and strategic. 
The first word would be identified through emphasis by vocal intonation, 
timbre, or by repetition at least once. This identified word would then 
be quickly cross-matched through an inbuilt search key 
across the master document on the computer serving me in the private 
space directly above the gallery floor. 
The volume of words within the document provided a reliable 
mechanism whereby it invariably created a direct or nearest ‘match’ of 
the stimulus word to an extract of a speech act. 
My role was then to 
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quickly read that extract back to the caller, 
generating a further response in the conversation, by which a new 

stimulus word was received in the response and the process continued 
therein. 
So I could facilitate a sense of greater connection 
and a fluidity 
across the dialogue exchange, I did not 
verbatim ‘read’ the extract. Instead, I interpreted and recontextualised 
the extract to suit a more humanised, intuitive response to the wider 
emotions and mood of the call. 

This aimed to prevent a 
clunky 

sense of auto-response 
and enliven an experience of words from the original orator. In almost all 
examples, these authors were deceased, 
but through myself as a conceptual conduit 
I became a living channel for their wisdoms and 
affirmations. It also served to modernise, colloquialise, and make more 
relevant the crux of the intention of message. 

This live, interactive performative facility 

was well engaged with and positively received. 
The reviews it generated a palpable sense of gratitude for delivering it. 
The audience valued the invisible interlocuters 
my responses 
being generated through the very words of their LGBTQI+ icons 
enabled them as a pseudo-witness to the 
intangible, original event. 
The distillation and personalisation 
was the final flourish that drew the experience together as both an 
accessible but highly poignant event. 
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The impact of such a small, quickly produced and turned 
around experience 
to meet the urgent demands of a grieving community laid significant 
ground and potential for this work to be developed and expanded upon. 
In the background of the works ‘Pragmatism…’ and 
IMPOSTER/HECKLER produced in the intermediary months 

the concept of THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME was agreed to be 
upscaled, funded, and facilitated by Rogers Art Loft, 
an artist’s residency programme in Las Vegas. 

RAL provide, in acknowledgement to Nevada’s history and reputation 
of giving shelter to creative and literary artists transient across the 
Southwest, 
accepted my proposal to platform the 
development of this project to an American audience. Its initial intention 
was to take the model tested at BOM and reframe for an American 
audience 
with speech acts drawn from American political history and deliver a 
telephonic call centre in the desert to provide a facility of wisdom and 
affirmation for the local and national public up to, during, and after the 
2020 Presidential Election. 

This would be preceded by a number of weeks of preparation, residing 
and working on location, to build and promote the service to encourage 
callers to participate with the work. The provision of space was 
fortuitously located directly within a gallery space located adjacent to 
the Las Vegas Downtown Arts District and 

on the ‘attorney mile’ 
– a stretch of road that hosts much of the legal representatives of Nevada 
– 
and more specifically, this space is an immediate neighbour to the Las 
Vegas headquarters of the 

92 



  

 
                           

          
 

     
          

  
 

           
            

                                 
  

     
         

     
       

          
      

    
         

         
           

            
          

    
            

         
       
   

 
            

  
       

 
 

Kamala Harris 2020 campaign. 
The intention was, alongside such an example of context, 

an ideological centre of research would be created with myself, 
staff, volunteers and visitors, to prepare for and host this live campaign 
and culminating performative telephonic facility. 
So 
During late 2018 and across 2019, the conceptual and logistical planning 
took place and my arrival in Las Vegas in June 2020 was set. 

March 2020 was identified as the best time to schedule 
flights 
and what could not be anticipated prior, 
was the onset of the global coronavirus pandemic. 
In the weeks following 
and the enforced transatlantic travel restrictions, 
myself and RAL had to rethink the arrangements. The resulting decisions, 
dictated by these extraneous factors, 
made it essential 
an immediate and responsive reconfiguring of the work. Again, 
these unanticipated influences became opportunities to evolve the work. 
The residency was scheduled to be conducted remotely in two separate 
but interconnecting parts. One for the month of June and one in late 
October/early November 2020. In June, VODA was launched through a 
three-week virtual marketing campaign 
which culminated in a 12-hour 
freephone telephone facility to both UK and US callers using 
corporate digital media, delivered entirely by myself 
across the duration whilst situated in the UK, 

it went from dusk to dawn BST/UK and dawn to dusk PST/Nevada 
respectively. 
This was over June 20th, the Summer Solstice. 
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The conceptual positioning was shifted to provide the same ‘method’ of 
dialogue to callers but 
Now in a context to the escalating anxieties of both the pandemic and 
Other prevailing political influences in both nations First the UK 
and then, by the spread of infection, the US – 
both countries were specifically identified as being global examples of 
ineffectively managing rising cases and subsequent deaths. 

The political influence of both countries, 
and especially America’s place on the world stage as a massive cultural 
and economic power, made the context of the work being centred 
geographically in the US 
a fortuitous location. So the speech acts master document was then built 
upon American speech acts 
given during 
or in context to 

historical pandemics 
ones that provided solace in periods of enforced isolation, hardship, 
and illness. Starting from the Smallpox outbreaks introduced by 
European settlers in the Northeast during the 1600’s up to 
the contemporary COVID-19, 
the carefully collated texts would serve to provide a nod to this 
Euro/Anglo/American connection 
and be disseminated within this window of time, across continent, to 
participants of both. 
But the rising societal anxieties and divisions across June, triggered after 
the death of George Floyd, resulted in protest and race riots across all 
States in America and reflected throughout the world, particularly in the 
UK. Illustrating this ideological relationship of cousinhood, 

VODA – 
its title referring to both the short hand for ‘voice data’ and ‘water’ 

most commonly identified in Slavic language 
but rooted etymologically from from Old English, 
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to reflect the gulf of the Atlantic separating both nations – would provide 
a culturally important, humanistically vital, and timely resource during 
the prevailing circumstances. 

It also purposed the Solstice to symbolise the mystical 
opportunity of transformational renewal, and reflecting the undertones 
of 
shamanship and clairvoyancy by the channelling 
of language through time and space, 

the work drew a huge demographic and number of callers which 
overwhelmed the facility. 
Now my identity as artist/performer was made into a sense of a neutral, 
more ambiguous virtual persona called ‘Voda’ 
with the recording of callers to a service refined in more sophisticated 
technical functionality. 
The service provided freephone numbers in each country with a pre-
recorded greeting sound, 

followed by ‘hold music’ 
written and performed by me with production assistance, the caller 
received a sonic experience that corresponded with the stylistics 

and aesthetics of Western corporate and institutional telephone 
services, 

before the connection was even made. The unprecedented number of 
calls within the timeframe meant many did not connect with VODA. 
Where they did, the permissions of each call to broadcast the 
recorded content were explicitly solicited at the end of the exchange. 
This was important 
to ensure callers had the freedom and confidentiality to 
engage fully during their experience 
and then be able to make a reflective decision on the content to give 

or deny 
permissions. 
All callers gave permissions and after 
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the recordings were composed as extracts into a video and sound piece. 

The second part of the residency, 
Dream Operator, 
commenced some months later 

mid-October 

and delivered over November 3rd Election 
day, 
it was presented as the original proposal intended, reverting back to 
positioning this as a direct response and facility of public service in the 
wake of global misinformation, fake 
news, and divisive language 
to provide a means of receiving ideological messages. The information 
provided, like THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME, is 
designed to not be coloured by personal opinion. The criteria and ‘rules’ 
to the method abstracts the subjective risks of specific political 
persuasions and leans fully on histories orated testimonies, 
testifiable and documented through the annals of time. 
It was about harnessing the bipartisan tenets of the deeply 
revered Constitution 

with universal principles 
informed by the notion of society and delivered during unrest, 
Dream Operator built the next step 

beyond VODA. 
In this case, Dream Operator was facilitated by me remotely in the UK, 
now featuring an expanded call centre beyond me 
a single persona 
and into a plural facility of ‘operators’. 

Not only to meet the precedent of demand captured during VODA, but 
to ‘teach’ the method to an ‘academy school’ of students, delivering 
‘graduates’ to man the service. 
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An expanded facility extended the scope of reach 
and its fundamental mission, to 
ideologically swing the voting public with the voices of its own residents 
across the last 12 hours of voting, 
capturing a unique snapshot of unique communication in a divisive time. 
In presenting the calling public with the language of its historical 
antecedents, 
and through the bilingualism of the ‘operators’, 
it provided the possibility of the nearest possible demonstration of active 
democracy by definition. 
Both VODA and Dream Operator are 
documented using a sampled montage of recorded sound extracts 

from both events 
and 
made with little visual referent in two separate video works. 

4.2. Analyses of Intersecting Theoretical Themes and Influences of Associated Practices 

4.2.1. Medium 

These works fundamentally situate themselves to the central device of communication: the 

telephone. The telephone as a means of technology is a functional capacity for communication 

when those engaged are out of physical proximity. Etymologically, ‘telephone’ roots from tele– 

‘afar’, and phone – ‘sound’ or ‘voice’, expresses this unequivocally. However, in the context 

of these works, the telephone is far more than a functional tool. It provides a value of huge 

conceptual importance and symbolism. When Marshall McLuhan describes the telephone as a 

‘cool medium’, he presents the case that it is far more than “an extension of the ear and voice” 

(1994:8)60 He cites the stages of history where mediums, like the telephone, grow to 

encapsulate greater demand and capacity for a users’ attention and level of engagement. As 

opposed to the telegraph, for example, a demanding transmitter of technical data, the ‘coolness’ 

of the telephone technically transmits far less data with a much greater level of resonance to its 

users that transcends its medium to what he states is “…a kind of extra sensory perception” 

(1994:8)61. 

60 MCLUHAN, M. (1994) Understanding Media. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994. 

61 Ibid. 
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McLuhan articulates a concept which is shared in the intention behind these bodies of work. 

This is to imbue a sense of a transcendental or mystical ‘other worldliness’ beyond the 

medium’s mere mechanised function in the reduction of data to bring about a process of purer 

resonance. The reference to the notion of ‘abstraction’ is also an important referent in more 

than one way. There is an abstraction – in the more literal sense of addressing the physical 

distancing and extending of proximity between the participants in the performance encounter. 

The word ‘medium’ implies an axis point from typical observable performance phenomenon 

materiality, commencing a more distilled, ‘cool’ reduction of those material variables for 

examination. 

4.2.2. Transcription 

The exhibition Art by Telephone staged by MCA Chicago in 1969, was partially influenced by 

Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s ‘Telephone Pictures’, a 1923 body of work whereby the artist created 

images through a dictation of instruction over a telephone call to create a radical new artistic 

language making full use of the technology. 

(Fig. 9) EM 2 (Telephone Picture), Telephone Pictures, Laszlo Maholy-Nagy, 1923. 
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MCA Curator David H. Katzive invited a spectrum of international artists including, Siah 

Armajani, Arman, Richard Artschwager, John Baldessari, Iain Baxter, Mel Bochner, George Brecht, 

Jack Burnham, James Lee Byars, Robert H. Cumming, Francois Dallegret, Jan Dibbets, John Giorno, 

Robert Grosvenor, Hans Haacke, Richard Hamilton, Dick Higgins, Davi Det Hompson, Robert Huot, 

Alain Jacquet, Ed Keinholz, Joseph Kosuth, Les Levine, Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, Bruce Nauman, 

Claes Oldenburg, Dennis Oppenheim, Richard Serra, Robert Smithson, Guenther Uecker, Stan 

VanDerBeek, Bernar Venet, Frank Lincoln Viner, Wolf Vostell, William Wegman, and William T. 

Wiley, to transcribe their work over the telephone whereby the instructions were received, then 

fabricated and exhibited at the MCA. 

(Fig.10) Image from exhibition Art by Telephone, 1969. (pictured: Nam June Paik; Charlotte 

Moorman) 

Both the recordings of the calls and the fabricated work were recorded as legacy and synthesised 

into a 44:07 minute series of montaged recorded extracts on 33-1/3 RPM vinyl LP record. 

Archivally, these are maintained by MCA and are available for free download on the internet via 

UbuWeb. Crucially, the physical work made from the original and full transcripts were destroyed 

leaving the traces of the work rendered only through sound and minimal photographic visual 

documentation. 
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In Art by Telephone, the conceptual capacity of work over the connected physicality implied within 

the artist’s practice was an influential motivator to conceptual art of its age and was largely 

informed by Information Theory of the early to mid-century. A key concern for this concept is 

entropy: an introduction of a random variable in the predictable and average levels of information, 

creating an occurrence of uncertainty to change potential outcomes. Art by Telephone entertained 

the possibility of entropy in its effectiveness of the medium to function capably and a reliance on 

the artist’s transcript providing the receiver a set of instructions by which to replicate the work. 

This conceptual entropic device also reflects the intentions of this research to create a disruptor in 

typical modes of performance work to present new, unexpected outcomes. Much like all the works 

expressed in this section, the physical contact of the artist is displaced and abstracted, which reflects 

a definitive interruption to Eco’s metaphor of channel transmission, an act of entropy, or as earlier 

described as a transistor-switch, rather than being merely representative of the functional 

occurrences of the delivery of meaning, potentially creating a change within a change. 

None of the artist’s attended the Art by Telephone exhibition to direct or imprint their ‘hand’ upon 

it. The telephone remained the entire and only medium by which to orchestrate or engage with the 

unknown outcome. In every example, from work made in 1969 to that of my own some fifty years 

later, the telephone caller and receiver punctuate the two physical polarities of the verbal 

encounter with the telephone as its conduit medium – the ‘line’ by which the information is 

‘exchanged’ and allowing the dialogue to take place. These works which all purposely and 

intentionally harness the technology to explore the dichotomy that it is both of something, but 

still of nothing. The caller knows another physical person is present elsewhere as evidenced by 

their ears receipt of voice, yet their physical presence is not evident to them through the visual 

representations an embodied encounter affords. They are both there but not there. 

Walter Benjamin’s famous treatment of ‘aura’ – the concept of the capacity for a technological 

medium, like the photograph, can have a distinct and wholly inherent quality of energy that 

emanates, mystically, beyond its literal parts. As analogue photographic processes are 

‘alchemy’ – this alludes to the both the scientific chemistry, but also a philosophical notion of 

illusionary phenomena. Benjamin also wrote in Berlin Childhood Around 1900 (Berliner 

Kinderheit um Nunzehnhundert) the “profane illumination” (2015:50)62, recounting his 

62 BENJAMIN, W. (2015) Berlin Childhood around 1900. Publication Studio. 2nd edition. 
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formative experiences with the domestic telephone. As to the same reasons highly sceptical 

telephonic users of Alexander Graham Bell’s prototype invention called priests to disable the 

disembodied ghost voices that haunted their first experiences, Benjamin’s acute awareness of 

its mystical properties were described as, “Whether because of the structure of the apparatus 

or because of the structure of memory, it is certain that the noises of the first telephone 

conversations echo differently in my ear from those of today.” (2015:48)63 In saying so, he 

describes the voice like an act of remembrance or “nocturnal noise” that “precede every true 

birth” (2015:48)64. He ascribes the telephone as a ‘twin brother’ in a turn of idolising heroic 

prose – a twin he knows but never had – that although not present is still entirely front of his 

identity. 

4.2.3. Connection/Disconnection 

The twin brother referent also aligns to the psychoanalytical role of Lacan’s mother symbol. 

This refers to the familial source of primal connectedness and a fundamental object desire and 

longing for something unobtainable and otherwise absent. For Benjamin, the ringing line is 

both a reminder and an alarm to this connection of desire and goes to present the foregrounding 

of how the particular uniqueness of the telephone, beyond other mediums of the technological 

age, presents significant application and meaning. The ‘twin’ implies that technology cannot 

be entirely autonomous, with total independence, logic and sense. Whilst Friedrich Kittler 

demands that “media determines our situation…and deserves a description” (1999:xxxix)65 and 

speaks to the fundamental separation and identification of technology in its own terms, this 

work both acknowledges its separateness but also lends to McLuhan’s notion that where it 

might be considered in its singularity, it is ultimately always in context to another; an extension 

of the body. 

From Benjamin’s perspective from his childhood as this memoir suggests, this points to his 

relationship of specifically the ‘things’ – as does the notion of abstraction; but crucially, a 

disconnection from a reality which influences how and what we experience, and the way it 

defines us. However, as much as this might appear to draw us closer to his reality it 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid. 
65 KITTLER, F. (1999) Gramophone, Film, Typewriter. Translated by Geoffrey Withrope- Young and Michael 
Wutz. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
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simultaneously loses a grasp of control. McLuhan says, “the power of technology as dependent 

on alternately grasping and letting go in order to enlarge the scope of action” (1994:68)66 

further demands the telephonic connection as dichotomous but also essential. Art by Telephone 

wholly committed to the technology, no matter the slippage or lack of the grasp McLuhan 

refers to, underpinning the intellectual process of art making as a means to ‘enlarge the scope 

of action’. From THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME, and beyond, these works situate 

Benjamin’s sense of remembrance, whether through the dealing of grief from a massacre, or a 

response to social or political age of tribulation through an intangibility of technological 

experience – a ‘grasping’ towards a form of human connection with a simultaneous 

‘disconnection’ of bodily encounter. 

4.2.4. Technology and Translation 

It is appropriate to note that the telephone itself, in context to the time of these works being 

made, is hardly a breaking technology of its age. In fact, the telephone, from the perspective of 

the 21st century is somewhat analogue in light of the post-digital. In 1969, the telephone was a 

common feature in most homes and had established itself as a congruous technology to 

everyday life and hence its use by the MCA as a tool which although unremarkable was 

remarkable in the way it was utilised. Conversely, THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME, VODA 

and Dream Operator each use the same premise of technology in a contemporary context of 

events – particularly for the latter, as a tool of communication within the pandemic. In the same 

way that Henri Bergson criticised the gradual impairment of language as a human technology 

in itself, the three facilities of these communication works offer a precedent to annihilate the 

integrities of words spoken and medium used. McLuhan argues: 

Without language…as Bergson suggests, human intelligence would have remained 
totally involved in the objects of its attention. Language does for intelligence what the 
wheel does for the feet and the body. It enables them to move from thing to thing with 
greater ease and speed and ever less involvement. Language extends and amplifies man 
but it also divides his faculties. His collective consciousness or intuitive awareness is 
diminished by this technical extension of consciousness that is speech. (1994:90)67 

The raw concept overarching all these works, is that in fact, no matter how diminished the 

intuitive response, no matter how split the faculties, no matter how contemporary the 

technology is, the telephone stands out as the primary tool for the most appropriate means of 

66 MCLUHAN, M. (1994) Understanding Media. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994. 
67 Ibid. 
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communication to transmit the message and allow an entropic translation between giver and 

receiver. Translation is a key concept in multiple ways. In the same way that Lyman Bryson 

suggests that “technology is explicitness”, McLuhan describes the telephone call as uniquely 

“a way of translating one kind of knowledge into another mode…. What we call 

“mechanization” is a translation of nature, and of our own natures, into amplified and 

specialized forms”. (1994:70)68 

As such, these works are not connected to a transaction of the knowledge of things in the way 

that Bergson refers to the repressions of intelligence. In exactly the same way the purist critique 

of text-speech addles the brains of ‘millennials’ and ‘Generation Z’ where meaning becomes 

lost, the medium retains the capacity to facilitate communicative connection no matter the 

‘value’ of the content. However, another dichotomy presents itself: the concept does, in fact, 

not just want to engage in meaningless or unskilled dialogue. By using speech acts relevant to 

the framework of each specific example, through ‘the method’ that originated in THERE’S NO 

OTHER EXCEPT ME, there is absolutely an integrity to deliver a ‘message’ of meaning and 

significance. 

(Fig.11) Image of installation THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME, Gemma Marmalade, 2015. 

68 Ibid. 
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This is precisely the same in the unshackling of the artist’s hand in Art by Telephone and relies 

upon the ‘message’ to relay an outcome through the intentions of the vocal instruction. Here, 

a transformation occurs through the translation of language. 

In order to be clear between both terms, ‘translation’ defines a technical process of translating 

words or text from one form of language to another but also a process of moving something 

from one place to another. Art by Telephone performs this act of translation, with 

transformative – a change in its own form or nature – affect, aligning it with the performative. 

Through Benjamin’s hindsight of remembrance which “echo differently in my ear from those 

of today” (2015:48)69, these ‘extracted’ passages, matched to the stimulus words are too 

translated from one time and place to another, and subsequently transformed. This is through 

their shift in time and space, through the artist’s positioning as ‘interpreter’ conduit, and 

through the mechanised exchange. By doing so, each form of conceptual transformation is 

never a true version of its proto-product. In that exchange, I as the performer in VODA, or that 

of the trained operators in Dream Operator are not the authentic voice of the original cited 

orator through a quantum leap in history. 

(Fig. 12) Image from video, VODA, Gemma Marmalade, 2020. 

69 BENJAMIN, W. (2015) Berlin Childhood around 1900. Publication Studio. 2nd edition. 
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(Fig.13) Image from video, Dream Operator, Gemma Marmalade, 2020. 

I, or they, are the interpreter of those words to reframe and transport them into a contemporary 

context of application. Nor does the medium’s technology provide the full, live fidelity of 

sounded experience. By all these means, it is in a sense a poor substitute, in the same way Art 

by Telephone’s resulting works are indelibly marked by the process in which they are made. 

However, it is the only means, a kind of conceptual tribute act, a metaphor to respond to the 

urgency and demand amidst a landscape of tragedy across the globalised world, or to perform 

to a mass transatlantic audience during a pandemic of physical restriction. 

McLuhan also describes this media as: 

…active metaphors in their power to translate experience into new forms. The spoken 
word was the first technology by which man was able to let go of his environment in 
order to grasp it in a new way. Words are a kind of information retrieval that can range 
over the total environment and experience at high speed. Words are complex systems 
of metaphors and symbols that translate experience into our uttered or outered senses. 
They are a technology of explicitness. By means of translation of immediate sense 
experience into vocal symbols the entire world can be evoked and retrieved at any 
instant. In this electric age we see ourselves being translated more and more into the 
form of information, moving toward the technological extension of consciousness. That 
is what is meant when we say that we daily know more and more about man. We mean 
that we can translate more and more of ourselves into other forms of expression that 
exceed ourselves. (1994:90)70 

This asserts the possibility of translation of spoken words through such technologies enables a 

transformation of experience providing the ability to grasp something in a ‘new way’ but so 

70 MCLUHAN, M. (1994) Understanding Media. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994. 
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much so, that it might ‘exceed ourselves’. These works made through my research had specific 

intention to harness the technology to do this, but also let go of the confines of convention and 

rules to engage in an experience of immediacy and manifestation of our human consciousness 

so to excavate and reveal something beyond ourselves through these discrete channels. 

4.2.5. Replication and Transformation 

Moreover, the work identifies more of the subversive voice – a point which the voice transforms 

through a purposely employed distortion of its conventional terms. This subversive quality is 

represented in the repurposing of historic speech acts into a contemporary context as much as 

it is the translation of the historic voice through the mouths of the new millennium telephonic 

operators. The separation of the voice from the original orators is as much a disembodiment as 

the technology provides and by doing so pertains to a greater ‘explicitness’ and clearer 

identification of the subversive voice. 

In Avital Ronell’s text, The Telephone Book, she refers to the telephonic encounter as a 

“Maintaining and joining, the telephone line holds together what it separates. It creates a space 

of assigning breaks and is tuned by the emergency feminine on the maternal cord reissued.” 

(1989:4)71 This raises two things to be addressed. Firstly, what she refers to as ‘assigning 

breaks’ and then the ‘feminine/maternal’. The ‘break’ she touches upon alludes to the 

exchanging dynamic of speaking, turn taking, and responsive codes to human vocal 

engagement. Erving Goffman details the ‘interaction order’ as an “order which can easily be 

viewed as the consequences of systems of enabling conventions, in the sense of the ground 

rules for a game, the provisions of a traffic code or the rules of syntax of a language.” (1982:5)72 

This idea can apply to all acts of speech exchange but specifically takes on unique characteristic 

in the telephonic encounter. In Robert Hopper’s text, Telephone Conversation which examines 

the interactional organisation of telephonic dialogue, he applies Goffman’s account directly to 

the medium. He says, “A record of natural speech will show numerous false starts, deviations 

from rules, changes of plan in mid-course, and so on.” (1992:40)73 This is true of the example 

71 RONELL, A. (1989). The Telephone Book: Technology, Schizophrenia, Electric Speech. Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press. 

72 GOFFMAN, E. (1982) The Interaction Order: American Sociological Association, Presidential Address. 

73 HOPPER, R. (1992) Telephone Conversation. John Wiley and Sons. 
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works across this section and that of the exhibition Art by Telephone. The deviations of 

interpretation may well have occurred in the process of the artist describing their vision, for it 

to be manufactured other than their mind’s eye. Each artist would have known the way they 

instruct would impact the resulting work, and whilst some may have used additional creative 

licence to disrupt conventional clarity of information to purposely create more variables, 

ultimately everything given would be used to manifest the work and therefore everything 

amounted to an instruction. Yet most artists would never have seen the manifestation of the 

resulting works after their destruction just weeks later. 

The work presented in Art by Telephone and in VODA and Dream Operator, relies upon both 

the conventions of the technology’s established etiquettes and the social programming of 

human speech to ‘instruct’. These can be impacted by vocal glitches like interruptions, butting 

in, speaking over, digressions, stammers and so on, which are exacerbated directly through the 

bodily remoteness and removal of visual prompts like gesticulations or non-verbal cues. 

However, there is a further conceptual hijack presented through the reconfiguring of the speech 

act material delivered across the deployed method. Operating like an algorithm deployed by a 

human intermediary, like the early human telephone operators who pulled one call pin and 

connected it to its intended recipients plug, my role as artist translates the information 

according to the set of redefined objectives. As referred to in the earlier elucidations, the criteria 

set was vitally important to attend with reverence and respect of the privilege to deliver the 

most vital messages of sentiment in social history, but also flags its dichotomous failures. Even 

if to verbatim provide the information, it falls short to do justice to the nature of intuitive and 

emotional consciousness at play. As such, the reconfiguring of the message to meet this 

demand potentially dilutes the intricacies of the true message. However, Hopper presents that 

in any case, the listener will always first ‘perceive’, ‘augment’ and then ‘apply’ to themselves 

an auto-interpretation: 

The fact is that when the listener perceives and understands the meaning (the language 
meaning) of speech, he simultaneously takes an active, responsive attitude toward it. 
He either agrees or disagrees with it (completely or partially), augments it, applies it, 
prepares for its execution, and so on. (1992:39)74 

By saying so, this implies that no matter the attention to pure replication of meaning, the 

listener is an active, implicit player in its reconfiguration of meaning from the moment the 

74 Ibid. 
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exchange is initiated. Therefore, these works all hallmark the ‘grasp’ of the interaction order 

but simultaneously acknowledge the ‘letting go’ of control and accept the “by-pass of 

languages for a general cosmic consciousness”. (McLuhan 1994:91)75. This, once again, 

denotes ‘control’ as the law-based Lacanian rule to the ‘cosmic consciousness’ of desire, and 

by definition illustrates the transformatory nature of the process of language intended and 

meaning received. 

4.2.6. Reproduction 

Before moving into Ronell’s second point of the ‘feminine/maternal’ – the metaphorical 

umbilical cord of both connectedness and separateness a telephone line maintains – I first draw 

more attention to the hermetical qualities repeatedly acknowledged in the philosophical 

transactions of telephony. Beyond his discussion of the auditory hallucinations of 

schizophrenia (and also remarked upon in Presentation of the Voice of this thesis), Steven 

Connor’s text, Panophonia also shapes the notions of human fear to ‘the unknown’ voice, and 

places the emergence of late 19th century technologies firmly as the cultural tool that illustrates 

it. He points out that the reproduction of the human voice outside of visceral experience was 

of its time, particularly disconcerting. The arrangement of electric cables could magic the 

illusion of extension from the body, yet remained a strange experience. As mentioned earlier, 

the association with ghostly apparition signalling the activation of the paranormal and 

unexplainable phenomena, and even the transcendental connection to omniscient cultural deity 

symbols, is long associated with emerging technologies. 

THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME directly plays upon this assertion, despite the technology 

itself having entirely shaken off this notion and wholly integrated into common use. Despite 

all users to the phone line in 2016 responding to the service as entirely a product of science and 

engineering, its display and context nudged back into the anxieties of mysticism. 

The green curtain that was draped beyond the desk and stopped the visual trail of cabling 

beyond it, took reference from the green screen backdrops in The One That Got Away featured 

for analysis in The Preparation of the Voice. The purposeful carry over of a neutralising of 

visual context through the most common referent to chroma key does, as intended in The One 

That Got Away, demonstrate a technical portal that denotes possibility beyond the physical, 

75 MCLUHAN, M. (1994) Understanding Media. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994. 
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structural demands of the location. Moreover, it shifts to reference ‘Oz’, the invisible 

interlocutor behind the green curtain responding to Dorothy’s trip to the Emerald City and 

ultimately, her existential quest to find ‘home’. 

(Fig.14) Film still from The Wizard of Oz, 1939. 

As the story goes, the charade of the disembodied voice that compels Dorothy to think she is 

speaking to an omnipotent force of vocal authority is disrupted when the curtain falls and Oz, 

a man with delusions of grandeur and power, is reduced to his very humble state of humanity. 

What is also revealed is the complexly engineered contraption that affected his voice, 

channelled through a reverberating speaker, beyond the curtain. His illusion spoiled, he 

begrudgingly admits, “there’s no other except me”. This metaphor not only suits the themes 

of telephonic connection with human application but denotes a cultural signifier because of 

association to the film through parlances such as ‘a friend of Dorothy’s’ to imply gay identity 

through a non-literal turn of phrase. As did those grieving loved ones want to hear the 

omniscient wisdoms from a metaphysical plane as well as the raw, mortal spoken sounds of 

the victims who placed those calls, the signifiers were woven into the whole experience. 

4.2.7. Contextual Referents 

The motivations in VODA and Dream Operator use similar visual devices across both projects. 

VODA references in its visual campaign creative cues by using the stylistics of both sex worker 

call cards ubiquitous to the Las Vegas Strip with the histrionics of American tele-evangelical 

hyperbole. They are both seemingly opposing, yet unsettlingly analogous referents that utilise 
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the telephone line. The ‘line’ to order a prostitute to your hotel room or the ‘line’ to find your 

spiritual redemption (or both!) play upon the primal instincts and transcendence of mortal 

realms. A further distinction is made with Dream Operator whereby the former is eschewed 

and entirely encapsulates a sense of ideological elevation in its conceptual aims. The reference 

to ‘dream’ reflects that of the American one – the nation’s ethos of democracy, rights, liberty, 

equality and opportunity. However, this referent does not, as VODA does, make the link to 

theism. Instead, it forms its omnipotence and other worldliness squarely from the words of 

mortals, giant in their contribution to the benefit of humanity. 

Finally, and reflecting back to Ronell’s earlier point, the telephone is not the only medium, nor 

is it simply McLuhan’s the ‘medium is the message’. The operator, whether me as artist or as 

trained personnel, also becomes the medium. Within Art by Telephone, the strategy for the 

entire premise makes the telephone the conceptual medium, abandoning the dependence of a 

true likeness of the artist’s intention in any resulting work. In my works, both act as an agent 

of the linguistic speech data delivering ‘the method’ and through the medium, in the sense of 

the conveyor of supernaturality of time and space reanimates the words of lost champions and 

idols long since experienced. 

4.2.8. The Maternalised Voice 

Stephen Kern confirms that the fundamental altering of state in both time and place by the 

telephone is an enabler of “expanded living space” (2003:15)76 and the physical limitations that 

separate the human condition can be adjoined. He says that it is not only crucial to its aims but 

also to the enabling of new human dimensions. These works all provide a usually recognisable 

female voice and Ronell’s “holding together” (1989:4)77 clearly attributes its adhesion through 

a feminine mode. Like Dorothy’s pursuit to return ‘home’, Kern’s ‘expanded living space’, or 

Benjamin’s place that ‘precedes birth’, what Ronell describes as ‘maternalising the call’, 

philosophises the returning voice as femininity (mother): Lacan’s jouissance and subsequent 

object of desire: “It is mysterious and compelling. It wants to teach teaching. The mother calls 

her boy home, opening his ears but also teaching him a lesson. She appears, if only sonically, 

76 KERN, S. (1983) The Culture of Time and Space: 1880-1918. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

77 RONELL, A. (1989). The Telephone Book: Technology, Schizophrenia, Electric Speech. Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press. 
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at a long distance.” (Ronell, 1989:20)78 The maternal, feminine role of the voice that reliably 

responds back to the caller draws both the authority of the deliverer of the lesson, as Ronell 

attests, but also characteristically, as the connecting gender to the supernatural by its cultural 

association, both positively and negatively. 

Mary Ann Doane also addresses this unique interconnectedness through what she calls the 

‘sonorous envelope’: “The mother's soothing voice, in a particular cultural context, is a major 

component of the "sonorous envelope" which surrounds the child and is the first model of 

auditory pleasure.” (1980:44)79 The voice as pleasurable phenomena confirms the uniqueness 

of instinctive origin and that of a fundamental recognition of the properties of a recognisably 

feminine voice. In Hester and Eglin’s study of gendered conversational activity roles being 

bound by fixed cultural precedents are described as “expectedly and properly done by persons 

who are incumbents of particular categories” (1997:4)80. Whether by analysis of linguistic 

arrangement or through the acoustic sensibilities of the vocal delivery, the importation of an 

entrenched ideological world view is inextricable. As such, the specifics of a recognisably 

gendered voice is uniquely understood and hence why all the projects encapsulate this fixed 

context. To do so is not to merely make uniform an experience but also to re-appropriate and 

take back the associations of gender as a means of power and influence. Fascinatingly, this is 

put to test in VODA. The resulting feedback at the close of the performance brought to light a 

considerable detail. 

In my performance of the method to a largely American audience, the interpretation of my 

voice as female and British made almost every caller assume I was a computerised artificial 

intelligence. Nothing of my performance was intended to impersonate digital voices, common 

place in typical AI’s like ‘Alexa’, for example. I did not mechanise my voice nor did I use 

language uncommon in my usual parlance. Here, Hester and Eglin’s point is perfectly 

78 Ibid. 

79 DOANE, M-A. (1980) “The Voice in Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space.” Yale French Studies 60, 
Cinema/Sound: 35-50. 

80 HESTER, S., EGLIN, P. (eds) (1997) Culture in Action: Membership Categorisation Analysis, Boston, MA: 
International Institute for Ethnomethodology and University Press America. 
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illustrated – with no evidence of which to support it, the audience assumption, across genders, 

was so inextricably locked into cultural assumption. In this case, the association of a voice of 

authority being both British and female, is the most common combination across speaking AI 

technology. These systems quite purposely utilise these conditioned referents. For example, 

the British accent (especially that of one without distinctive regional dialect) being one 

generally held in regard across the Western hemisphere as a sound of testifiable intelligence. 

The female voice also softens this arrangement through its tone, rationality, and a submissive 

sense of ego. 

4.2.9. The Technologised Environment 

There is a purposeful corporatisation in VODA and Dream Operator through the call centre 

features of hold music, pre-recorded interruption announcements and so on, which may help 

facilitate the assumption that when VODA connects, it too is an automation. Nonetheless, this 

compelling response helps situate another level of understanding of the subversive potentials 

of the performed voice, especially as this became a coincidental and entirely unintentional 

outcome. In every call and within those calls, the dynamic or ‘interaction mode’ sits within this 

gendered, transference of power. It is perhaps no coincidence that a caller asked VODA, “Am 

I psychic?”. also attributing to the audience’s expectation that VODA, either a female AI or 

female human, would best know the answer to such a question. Ronnell situates this in the 

Lacanian sense of the predicament of the “transfer of power from the Subject to the Other” 

(1989:8)81. Within the metaphor, and applied to the human and technological connectivity, it 

suggests ‘Other’ is encapsulated in the ‘Subject’; it resides within it, is pregnant with it, 

metaphorically positioning Ronell’s maternal context with the telephone as a form of umbilical 

extension, yet still creating the possibility of its birth that emerges as a new feminine 

interpretation. 

4.2.10. Authenticity 

Ideas of authenticity and inauthenticity also interplay with the challenges in this work and 

follow from discussions with theories by Habermas in the preceding section. The ‘Other’ ought 

to negate the means of authenticity because it is a reproductive product of the ‘Subject’, what 

might be considered the original and therefore authentic source. Yet in these works they do the 

81 RONELL, A. (1989). The Telephone Book: Technology, Schizophrenia, Electric Speech. Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press. 
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opposite. It is precisely through their means of technology, of ‘Other’, they deliver a response 

that transcends its perceived limitations and brings alive, energises and makes being through a 

profound sense of connection to its audience. It is perhaps that this effect – through a nuanced 

combination of a female voice, a specific and ‘method’ of reconfiguring of language, a 

contextualising of events, the visual means by which its audience is drawn – inverts, or more 

specifically, subverts the traditional modes of what authentic human experience is understood 

to be. In all three contexts surrounding and influencing THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME, 

VODA, and Dream Operator, the telephone is not merely a ‘bloodless’ mechanical operation 

underscoring further proximal alienation. Whilst these works do play in the shadows, illusions, 

and ambiguities of its medium and the strategic contexts deployed in the performance, their 

specific ‘being’ of ‘Other’ firmly dwells in the ‘Subject’. As with Art by Telephone 

underscoring the intellectual properties of the work as an even more enhanced outcome than 

what might have been the original, this trio of research works activate a greater, more enhanced 

sense of an authentic experience, beyond the fundamentally physical connection. This expands 

to a more desire-led, ‘cosmic consciousness’ as this testimony from VODA purports: 

…what you’re doing… you are… *stumbles over words* …just your finger on the 
pulse…getting into the life stream and essence of who we are….I’m blown away.82 

82 MARMALADE, G. (2020) VODA extract from performance sound recording 
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5. The Disembodiment of the Voice 

BigGEM and LAUREN 

5.1. A Short Introduction to The Disembodiment of the Voice 

This final section segues from the notions of ‘abstraction’ set out in The Abstraction of the 

Voice, and now considers how the voice can be presented and understood in an entirely 

disembodied and synthetic way, utilising computer technologies and allowing it to explore 

potentials and legacies beyond that of the corporeal. This section examines the work BigGEM 

– a performative work using my voice in conjunction with artificial intelligence (AI). BigGEM 

is an entirely digital construct of my voice in an interactive platform by which an audience can 

conduct a conversation with an invisible and entirely digital computer interlocutor. BigGEM 

presents all of the research within the thesis, having been programmed with its material 

contents. It contains all of the ‘data content’ (the language of this very thesis text) spoken by 

me and recorded in short sound clips, that are activated in response to dialogue the AI listens 

to. Programmed to identify ‘trigger words’ from its human converser, it attempts to create 

conversational dialogue specifically discussing theoretical ideas of the voice. It considers the 

fabricated personification of the voice; what it means to have dialogue with a nonphysical and 

artificial person. Despite having all the sounded hallmarks of humanity, the gendered 

connotations of AI voice identities, the failures of its algorithms, and the meta implications of 

speaking with such a voice about voice. The AI voice, typically represented as a digitally 

generated sound in common contemporary AI technologies, is instead authentic audio 

recordings of spoken language using my physical voice creating a tension of interpretation 

because the construction of the software through the digital system is actually rather simplistic 

and rudimentary. Much like the traditional automatons, their mechanisms are simple, yet their 

spectacle is impressive. BigGEM was built with the generous assistance of Birmingham Open 

Media (BOM) in a digital residency and programmed by me throughout the duration of this 

doctoral research. The section presents first the broader contexts of BigGEM and arising themes 

for further consideration, followed by a detailed cross examination of intersecting critical and 

theoretical positions with a case study analysis of Lauren Lee McCarthy’s work titled; 

LAUREN. 
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This work examined alongside BigGEM provides a similarity of comparison like that of 

Pragmatism…and IMPOSTER/HECKLER in the sense one mirrors and reflects the other. 

LAUREN is a documented body of ongoing evidence of the artist performing in human 

disembodied proximity through congruous sounded technology as though a domestic artificial 

intelligence virtual assistant. BigGEM inverts this by using the performance of actual artificial 

intelligence providing virtual assistance through congruous sounded human voice, which 

through its technology, is ongoing. These two examples help explore the greatest extent of 

what it is to experience the voice by performing it in a denial of its expectations and to its 

ultimate possible extent of disembodiment. This provides the fullest example of the trajectory 

of reach of the artists’ voice, outside of its embodied state and provides a new, transformatory 

experience for the audience of what presence might represent. By encompassing contemporary 

forms of computer programming and coding in accessible AI technologies, this work allows 

the possibility to experience forms of the voice outside of the corporeal body and proposes a 

glimpse of future technologies that continue to expand out of our current reach. 

Figure IV. Elucidations of Practical Works 

It was 

very clear from working with BOM 
throughout THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT ME in 2016 

that both the organisation and the 
precedent set within the work presented further opportunities and 
extensions to the technologies to reduce corporeality in speech-based 
works and inspire unique performative experiences and applications of 

the subversive voice. 
Having experimented with the technological practice of an abstracted 
voice throughout VODA and then Dream Operator, 
a key response to this work 
was the 
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audience interpretation largely assumed AI was already incorporated 
into this work. To some extent it mimicked AI processes in the 
contexts of its delivery of language 
given the identifiably female voice assistants through telephonic 
technologies in the 21st century 

but it was firmly an entirely 

humanly analogue delivered mechanism. Nonetheless, this curious 
outcome framed a clear mandate for BigGEM already 
manufactured and in programming. 
BigGEM is an entirely bespoke software programme, built to commission 
with BOM. This software provides a simple AI voice assistant system that 
is made from a master list of ‘trigger phrases’ pre-programmed into it. 
These phrases are drawn from every question encountered 
throughout the earlier practical works of THERE’S NO OTHER EXCEPT 
ME, VODA and Dream Operator. Typically, 

conventional voice assistant software, 
usually reserved for corporate consumer 

interactions, 
would assume the use of the most typical and common conversational 
questions, for 

“hello” 
“how are you?” 

“I have a question” 
“can you help 

me” 

Where AI voice assistant technologies are used as contemporary artistic 
practice, they often still resemble this convention 

so to make familiar, 
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accessible 

and relevant the interactive natures of AI 
engagement. 

However, BigGEM incorporates this language inspired 

But not directly 
from the generic assumptions of user requests within a particular 
context, but from the very numerous questions recorded and asked of 
previous art works contributing to this body of research. 
Importantly, the questions used are to some extent 

influenced by the aforementioned conventions in the fact that 
those persons 
asked those very questions of an assumed AI-associated process. 
However, I wanted to quite intentionally curate those specific trigger 
phrases to 

firstly, 

draw another connection to the research methodology 
that traverses a chronological and sequential response from each work 
to the next, 
and secondly that it it situates the questions raised in a context 

to the most contemporary questions asked in and of 
contemporary interactive performance art using AI, 

that are also specific to the aims of the overall research field in order to 
remain as authentic to the 

integrity of the work. 

This quantity of trigger phrases is drawn from almost 40 hours of 
recorded audience question-asking 
and provides such a rich and extensive 
collection of language prompts, 
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containing so many 
words, 

that in application, the specific source of the language is almost 
indiscernible to any user. This means that almost any word or question 
even totally unrelated to any context of the art 
practice 
will likely ‘match’ to its corresponding audio sound file. 
The match from the trigger phrase to the corresponding audio file is also 
carefully considered in respect of the function employed in previous 
works. 

As with ‘The Method’  
BigGEM software connects the dominant key word of any identified 
trigger phrase to an audio file sharing the same word. 
For example 

“Is this real? Or is this AI?” 
a phrase spoken by a caller in DREAM OPERATOR, 2020 

is pre-programmed to BigGEM as a trigger phrase. BigGEM listens out 
for the users stating of the dominant word “AI” of the total phrase 
this is because “AI” is most commonly referred to in the thesis 
and responds with the audio recording of my voice reciting a fragment 
of the thesis which mentions “AI”. 
As “AI” is mentioned many times in the thesis, the software randomly 
selects the phrase it feels is most relevant to the question asked. 
In this sense, BigGEM attempts, after extended usage, to sophisticate 
itself and improve upon its success in responding to the user. 
The second most dominant word is 
“real”. Whilst “real” is cited in the thesis 

as it is now 
it is less dominant in its general use. Therefore, “AI” is the priority word 
or phrase. 
However 
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“is” 
“this” and 

“or” 
are more commonly cited in the thesis as opposed to either 
“AI” or “real”. Using this rule, these technically ought to be the dominant 
words. If this were the case, there would be little contextual link between 
these examples and the corresponding response, 
meaning any thread of conversational exchange would um 
quickly devolve. As such, the rule of programming reflects natural 
linguistical speech patterns by prioritizing content words 
lexical, 

autosemantics such as 
nouns, 

verbs, 
adjectives, 

adverbs 
as dominant matches rather than function words 

um articles 
pronouns, 
conjunctions, 

auxiliary verbs, 
particles and so on. 

The content words 
provide the specificity of meaning which is designed to propagate a 
simulated sense of cognition between the user and BigGEM 
which the function words do not as usefully provide. In lieu of BigGEM 
not identifying any useful content word to respond to 
so 

for example, because of a reductive phrase 
like 

“is this on?” 
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it will default to matching to any corresponding function word. This 
means the more trigger phrases a user speaks, the richer and 

smarter BigGEM can engage. As with all conversational exchanges, 
certainly in AI and perhaps arguably in human dialogue, 
the greater the stimulus, the more poignant the response. As the user 
chooses, they may listen to BigGEM and respond to the audio sound 
spoken back to them, which in turn creates a perpetuating feedback loop 
– a key function of both natural conversation and AI 
technologies. 
BigGEM earns its name as a parody of BigGAN. 

GAN is an acronym for 
Generative Adversarial 

Network 
a machine learning mechanism that uses deep learning methods 
involving the um identification and pattern learning of input data to 
generate a plausible output response. 
Within the rapidly expanding field of computer science, BigGAN is just 
one of many developments of the same technology 

providing a higher fidelity variant of the GAN model. Whilst 
BigGEM is not a GAN, 
or a BigGAN, 
it fundamentally utilises the same 
principle mechanism of AI technology and mimics the typically obscure 
language and densely acronym-ed field of computational physics to 
playfully appropriate a sense of authority. 
Then it identifies GEM with its own conceptual rationale in two ways. 
Its acronym means 

Generative Elocution Method. 
‘Generative’ being a key word in 

AI 
as it is in GAN, it clearly acknowledges the explicit reproductive 
functions of such technologies. ‘Elocution’ represents the specific 
context of applied speech and a sounded, well-articulated voice, as 
well as inferring such an expression as technically accurate and 
compelling 
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then 
‘Method’ corresponds with an orderly, systematic process 

as well as providing a gestural nod to ‘The Method’ of section Three 
which inspired the software build and programming. 
More latently, GEM represents my full initials, as well as a common 
default abbreviation of my first name, and refers to the anthropomorphic 
attribution of names and 
typically female human identities commonly associated with AI. 
BigGEM provides an identity of entirely disembodied experience of 
conversational interaction. However, like with all AI voice assistant 
technologies 
its purpose 
is to work with an authentic 

human stimulus. 

To fully reflect the tension between the corporeal user and the 
disembodied voice technology as a performative artwork, BigGEM was 
originally conceived to be installed within a physical, live interactive 
space with almost no physical or visual referent and its technology 
hidden within 

the naturally situated architecture 
like behind a wall 

or embedded in the space 
somehow. 

Acoustically sensitive microphones would be connected to a computer 
running the software, ready to pick up on trigger phrases spoken within 
its vicinity. 
Additionally, a hidden speaker would be located within the same space 
which projects the responding conversational dialogue 

to the user. 
However, the circumstances of the pandemic limited engagement 
potential of the work in this logistical context. In order to practically test 
and demonstrate its function as a body of work, BigGEM was performed 
with users through virtual technologies. 
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The documentation of the occurring interactions utilizes the 
same fundamental premise 
the user engages the now virtual space through Zoom video conference 
platform with BigGEM software set up as the converser in the virtual 
exchange. 

The visual stimulus of 
Who 

what 
the user is engaging with is entirely redacted to both 
the user in live experience and the audience to the 
documentation. The technology of the platform records the interaction 
with only the visual of the user through the users own web cam 

and the audio of both the user and the sounded responses of BigGEM. 
BigGEM functions entirely 
Uh 

as it would as an in-person experience 
as it listens for the conversational cues 
by the user and responds accordingly. Using the Zoom platform provides 
an expanded play of the dynamics of interaction and its own sense of 
disembodiment 

especially within a pandemic world 
and the essential rapid rise in communicative technologies to 

support distance engagement. It also reflects a voyeuristic aesthetic 
often associated with AI technologies allowing for the authentic capture 
of the interactions 
without the applied affectations a user might present with such 
technologies 

more actively present. 
Users were invited to engage with BigGEM in a 
mutually agreed scheduled ‘meeting’. The 
full duration 
of each meeting was was recorded and the work presented 
provides a sample montage of those interactions. 
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5.2. Analyses of Intersecting Theoretical Themes and Influences of Associated Practices 

5.2.1. Artificiality as Sincerity 

This body of research, as both practical artefacts and writing through the lens of critical 

positioning, presents a sequencing of the subversive voice transitioning from embodied, live 

propositions to more technologically redacted forms, resulting in its final iteration in BigGEM 

– a disembodied voice of myself as the artist in a simulated conversation with a given audience. 

(Fig.15) Image from video, BigGEM, Gemma Marmalade, 2021. 

In previous works, the ‘hand’ of the artist is still employed, from an experimental and 

consciously greater, and then gradually to a lesser degree. The very nature of art (especially 

that of performance) and its experience, in both that of the physical presence of artist and 

audience, is core to its very enterprise. The shaping of the resulting artefact is demonstrated by 

the intentions of the artist and presented squarely in the context of its authorship. “The trait 

inherent in the work of the artist [is] the necessity of sincerity; the necessity that he shall not 

fake or compromise” (Dewey, 1934:22)83. John Dewey suggests the authentic trait of any work 

is both through the artist’s intention and evidentially marked by the signifiers of the artist’s 

craft, which creates the sincerity of this application. This position therefore presents a number 

of challenges to the use of artificial intelligence technologies when producing the resulting 

disembodied experience. BigGEM’s intention is to remove myself, as artist, to the maximum 

technological degree, yet the inherent presence of myself remains. This speaks again of Gell 

83 DEWEY, J. (1934) Art as Experience. Capricorn Books, New York, NY, USA. 
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and the object made by the artist – this being BigGEM – becomes a surrogate of the artist 

themselves; a form of a self-portrait, even when presented as absence. This forms another 

means by which to test and measure the impact of the voice under these specific conditions. 

After establishing the programming of BigGEM, it emerges with a digital mandate of 

foundation data which can only be prescribed by human application, which can then take on 

its own agency that is “not merely self-controlled, but also self-generating” (Boden 2010:180)84 

Therefore, there is a point of departure, or transition between the origin of its human-applied 

properties (within the building of technology to a given brief and through programming to an 

intended rationale of data) to the generative model of the technology which creates its own 

intelligence and subsequent autonomy outside of the direct instruction of the artist. 

5.2.2. Autonomy 

An examination of the dynamics between these two polarities is expressed by Margaret Boden 

by underpinning autonomy in non-technical terms as firstly a definition of physical, and then 

a mental state, before aligning them with an understanding of computational, generative 

creative products. BigGEM’s construct presents a seemingly physically autonomous (in this 

context, aural) product through the deployment of recorded sound for the user to engage with, 

alongside its inherent capacity to provide perceived independent, or ‘free will’ in how to 

respond to the user. This perception of autonomy in computational art using such AI 

technologies relies upon its ability to generate a convincing response. In such technologies as 

BigGEM, where a source of stimulus provokes a discriminatory action by the AI which in turn 

selects and creates a counter-response and subsequent perpetuating response loop, the 

perceived effectiveness of the experience to the user is generally measured by how well 

synthesized the response is. 

5.2.3. Replicant 

Conventionally, this perception is informed by how ‘intelligent’ the ‘artificial’ appears – and 

that intelligence is measured in its capacity to appear the most humanly physical. Impressive 

technologies like Sophia, the humanoid robot developed by Hanson Robotics (Fig. 15) holds 

84 BODEN, M.A. (2010) Creativity and Art: Three Roads to Surprise. Oxford University Press. 
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an incredibly lifelike resemblance to a stereotypical woman in both its simulated physically 

biological construct and its AI-operational, seeming cognizance. 

(Fig.16) Image of Sophia in conversation with Hanson Robotics team, 2017. 

Combined, the appearance of these dual autonomies, as expressed by Boden, present a 

curiously convincing simulated ‘humanoid’ – a computerised human imitation – and through 

its effectiveness using cutting edge technology, creates a huge attraction for human users to 

interact with and crucially, challenge it. The Turing Test, inspired by Alan Turing’s argument 

in Computing Machinery and Intelligence 1950, measures that a quality computational device 

works by the principles of imitation, as well as an ability to learn new things. Principally, this 

‘imitation game’ requires a human evaluator to engage in natural conversational exchange with 

one or more responders and the effectivity – or passing the test – is based on the evaluators 

ability to be unable to distinguish between a human or computer response. BigGEM 

materialises the basic principles of this test but instead of its original text-only channel, it 

converts the exchange into the sonic experience of speech. 

The spectacle of the automaton and possibility of machine learning has a long history not 

merely exclusive to digital technologies. Descartian philosophy acknowledges, for example, 

that machines can react to human stimulus but cannot effectively breach physically human 

gestures. “But it never happens that it arranges its speech in various ways, in order to reply 

appropriately to everything that may be said in its presence, as even the lowest type of man can 
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do.” (Descartes 1999: 216)85. Interestingly, it is the specific expression of the linguistic use of 

the human voice that becomes the primary example of where the machine would fail, making 

the linguistic response the thing that is the ultimate discriminator. Boden’s contemporary 

differentiation between modes of autonomy bears resemblance to the rooted dichotomous 

philosophies of dualism and materialism: the non-physical concept of the mind versus the 

physical, respectively. The material prospect of the mind suggests its capacity to be made 

artificial and hence why it plays a significant role in both early and current thinking of 

computer-based intelligence. As artificial intelligence is fundamentally designed to replicate 

the function of the human brain through intelligent behaviour – learning by rote to then develop 

self-learning/organising – BigGEM contains a blended synthesis of simulated non-physical and 

physical experiential application in a number of ways. The core technology of the software 

presents an entirely non-physical function in that its technology is entirely digital and bears no 

connection to the human hand. The draw of this ultimate autonomy is arguably the most 

exciting feature of it and other works incorporating such technologies. 

5.2.4. Authorship and Automation 

Where previous sections have distinguished creative notions of authorship in the performing 

and expression of the voice, BigGEM’s core function gives way to an authorship entirely out 

of the grasp of my intention as author/creator. In this sense, this element of BigGEM is truly 

disembodied. The technology has its own inherent capacity to recalibrate its given input data 

and reconfigure through its own self learning processes. The state of disembodiment is also 

presented through the means by which BigGEM is experienced as a performative act. Upon 

hearing the voice of BigGEM, without any physical referent, the user experiences the hallmarks 

of human engagement without any physical anchor to ascribe it to. This absent presence but 

distinctive voice commands a power outside of the field of vision. Doane describes this as the 

‘voice off’ when discussing Pascal Bonitzer’s take on the 1955 film noir Kiss Me Deadly: 

“…[it] gives to his sententious voice, swollen by mythological comparisons, a greater power 

of disturbing, the scope of an oracle-dark prophet of the end of the world” (1980:41)86. Doane 

points out the potentiality of an affected, aphoristic voice when unseen. However, its 

85 DESCARTES, R. (1999) Discourses on The Method and Related Writings, Penguin. 
86 DOANE, M-A. (1980) “The Voice in Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space.” Yale French Studies 60, 
Cinema/Sound: 35-50. 
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implication that this voice is “submitted to the destiny of the body” (1980:41)87 suggests the 

belongingness of the voice to a body is what enables it to retain its ultimate power, or in 

Doane’s example, ominous otherworldliness. 

In BigGEM, the human user is propelled into the evaluator role of Turing’s imitation game. 

However, instead of this being a text-based exchange and transcending René Descartes’ 

argument that machine learning can never simulate physical speech acts, BigGEM does employ 

the textural, physical properties of the sounded voice. It is in order to fully identify the spectacle 

of the disembodied autonomy that BigGEM provides, that it has to incorporate the corporeal in 

the same way that Sophia does. The fascination to its audience is on account of the juxtaposition 

between its artificial intelligent autonomy with its physical, corporeal referent. In a 

performatively experiential sense, the convincing imitation exists where it demonstrates both 

of its parts, meaning the state of disembodiment this research aims to capture is only possible 

when an embodied element is employed. Additionally, AI technology is programmed by the 

human hand in the first instance and without this initial human input, the technology cannot 

make the leap to the autonomy of what “media determine[s]” as Kittler suggests 

(1999:xxxix)88. 

5.2.5. Human Machines 

Lauren Lee McCarthy’s work, LAUREN, was initially created in 2018 but is a continuous 

project to date, presents an interactive artwork project, which considers smart home 

technologies and domestic AI voice assistants like Amazon’s ‘Alexa’ by the artist herself 

performing the role of such technology, after connecting to pre-installed networked smart 

devices (such a cameras, switches, microphones, door locks etc.) into the home of a user. 

LAUREN has the capacity to watch over the persons domestic space for the entire duration of 

its installation (typically up to one week). LAUREN aims to interact with the user by providing 

them with the function of domestic digital assistance with the application of human intention. 

Ultimately, LAUREN mimics the actions of such AI technology to understand “the relationship 

that emerges falls in the ambiguous space between human-machine and human-human.” 

87 Ibid. 

88 KITTLER, F. (1999) Gramophone, Film, Typewriter. Translated by Geoffrey Withrope- Young and Michael 
Wutz. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
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(McCarthy, 2021)89. This work bears interesting conceptual and thematic correlations between 

itself and BigGEM. 

(Fig.17) Image from video (featuring Kristin), LAUREN Lauren McCarthy, 2017-date. 

Firstly, each work clearly identifies itself to its audience and user participants, as the utilisation 

of AI technology. McCarthy’s entire practice is formed from research in computer science, 

automation, code and where it intersects with art and media experiences. Much of McCarthy’s 

work, including and beyond LAUREN, present what she describes as follows: 

I am embodying machines, trying to understand that distance between the algorithm 
and myself, the distance between others and me. There’s humor in the breakdown, and 
also moments of clarity. Who builds these artificial systems, what values do they 
embody? Who is prioritized and who is targeted as race, gender, disability, and class 
are programmatically encoded? Where are the boundaries around our intimate spaces? 
In the midst of always on networked interfaces, what does it mean to be truly present? 
(McCarthy, 2021)90. 

The ’embodiment’ of machine she refers to might suggest the first distinction between 

LAUREN and BigGEM. Whilst LAUREN utilises the typical technological paraphernalia 

89 https://lauren-mccarthy.com/LAUREN 

90 Ibid. 
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associated with AI, it induces the perceptions of its audience to assume that McCarthy’s 

performance also is, at its core, an AI mechanism, rather than through human will and intention. 

In the same way that VODA and Dream Operator created an assumption of the use of AI 

technology simply through the human abstraction of the experience in its technology, LAUREN 

seemingly does the same. However, the effective imitation of the AI technology as performed 

by McCarthy is shown in the testimonials of those who signed up to GET-LAUREN.com. 

Users describe how they simultaneously became comfortable with the technology installed and 

operational in their homes for the duration of the performance, as they would with the now 

fairly common use of VPA’s (virtual personal assistants). The functionality of being assisted 

with tasks by a supposed ‘machine’ became useful, but intrinsically perceived as non-invasive 

or non-threatening on account of it being provided by a computer intelligence. This assumption 

created through a skilfully curated organisation of signifying prompts appears to cultivate a 

rich territory by which to undertake the experience and for McCarthy to observe and engage 

with. The users appear to have been compelled to disengage from their knowledge or 

understanding that behind the technology is McCarthy, as the experiential environment 

becomes the presiding factor. It addresses not only this primary technologically disembodied 

response, but the tension between that and its physical, human intention. McCarthy is 

intentionally exploiting this ‘ambiguous space’ to create a unique and compelling 

circumstance. Users report how they functionally engage with their ‘technology’ “LAUREN, 

we’re out of toothpaste” it also provides a heightened sense of care and attention – a more 

altruistic feeling not otherwise present in such technologies: “there’s never really a time I have 

to ask for anything, LAUREN already knows what I’m feeling, LAUREN feels what I’m 

feeling” (2021)91. McCarthy directly acknowledges that she is not some automated system, nor 

pre-programmed or any way artificial unlike typical VPA technologies. She is using the guise 

of the automated system to otherwise deliver an entirely human assistance to its users. 

In this sense, LAUREN bears the most similar conceptual link to the works of Abstraction of 

the Voice and differs from BigGEM. BigGEM is that pre-programmed, automated system that 

these examples are not, and its intention is to test and measure the interactions with its users to 

the most disembodied extent a work can achieve. However, the tension created between the 

perceptions of the technology and the knowledge of the actual human engagement provide a 

91 Ibid. 
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counterpoint of discussion that applies to BigGEM in a broader sense. BigGEM, like LAUREN, 

provides the same perception of experience with an interactive AI. 

Whether that AI is an automated system of human imitation is largely irrelevant to the user if 

they are, like with LAUREN, more convinced by the experiential impression of the work than 

the actual function. This refers back to the Turing Test and all other means of ‘measuring 

intelligence’ in an inverted sense. Whilst the test is designed to measure the efficacy of actual 

AI, and the AI is a performance, the user still assumes the role in a similar way as they do as 

evaluator in that test scenario. LAUREN would clearly pass the Turing Test on account she is 

fully originated from human performing the artificial, but this work describes in many ways, 

the same necessity for a simultaneity of the application of the human endeavour in order to 

enhance or reveal the non-physical, disembodied, or technological state. 

5.2.6. Machine Humans 

BigGEM utilises this human endeavour in the recorded audio clips of my authentic physical 

voice but through the synthetic programming of the technology. This creates another form of 

the same tension principally illustrated in LAUREN. It experientially simulates to the user an 

interaction with a human voice which is cloaking the rudimentary function of the technology. 

Where LAUREN is ultimately highly sophisticated because of its human source, AI is often 

appreciated through its glitches and failures. Such errors actually humanise technology to 

human users in the same way that humans are not considered infallible. Again, the 

preconceived assumptions of technology become the overriding persuasion to the user. 

BigGEM persuades its user that it engages with a human-intelligent source through the sounded 

experience of an authentic voice but the crude function of the technology quickly exposes its 

lack of sophistication. This is one part of where the subversion of the experience of the 

performative voice, under these final conditions, lies. BigGEM uses sound recordings of my 

voice to act as the most compelling feature in order to trigger the users’ assumption of its 

inherent intelligence. Like the earlier sections considering the performance of authority, 

BigGEM similarly presents as all ‘style’ and intentionally little ‘substance’. The audio clips are 

articulated with all the hallmarks of confidence and authority to speak its content in a way that 

it might persuade the user of its ability, yet the AI technology undermines it. In these terms, 

this is the ultimate imposter machine. Intentionally too is the context of the data set 

programmed into BigGEM. By using the very research undertaken in doctoral study, recorded 

and then presented through AI manufactures its own machine of critical defence. There is a 
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consciously humorous possibility, which McCarthy also implies within LAUREN, that the 

technology presents not only the potential for dialogue to demonstrate the concept of 

interacting with an AI voice, but that its informational content is about voice. The possibility 

that BigGEM, my digital manifest, programmed with the contents of my own thinking, working 

and writing could be a source of its own testing with an evaluator (or indeed an examiner) to 

determine its effective contribution to knowledge. Here is where an ultimate test presents itself. 

5.2.7. Technical Failure 

Intentionally, the mechanism of the technology does not stand up to the super computer 

programming sophistication that systems like Sophia or other similar AI or VPA technologies 

employ. BigGEM embraces its failures and illustrates the jarring of both the physical 

(persuasive) and non-physical (rudimentary science) presences. It knowingly exploits the 

opaqueness of these swiftly adapting technologies by cueing assumptions in its users that it is 

far more functional than it first appears. 

James Bridle in the 2018 text, A New Dark Age: Technology and The End of the Future, 

suggests that the complexities of such contemporary computational technologies, especially 

within capitalised or consumer-driven contexts, is so seemingly dense and unfathomable that 

civilisation struggles to comprehend it. Ultimately, from the perspective of artist and writer, 

Bridle describes that technologies which intend to connect us, allow the recording and sharing 

of data in huge volume, they ultimately fail and alienate us. 

As the world around us increases in technological complexity, our understanding of it 
diminishes. Underlying this trend is a single idea. The belief that our existence is 
understand- able through computation and more data is enough to help us to build a 
better world. In reality, we are lost in a sea of information, increasingly divided by 
fundamentalism, simplistic narratives, conspiracy theories and post-factual politics. 
Meanwhile, those in power use our lack of understanding to further their own interests. 
Despite the apparent accessibility of information, we are living in a new Dark Age. 
(2018:1)92 

This seeming obscurity is presented as an intentionally adopted device in order to shroud the 

mechanisms of intention beneath. This creates an entire diversion from what the hallmarks of 

92 BRIDLE, J. (2018) New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, Verso. 
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the technology purport to do. In this sense, BigGEM has no malevolent agenda to control its 

users into partaking in something to serve its own interest. Instead, it adopts the condition in 

which society has acclimatised to – poorly understood, reductive blanket surmising of what 

technology offers with little evidential substance to quantify it. So intoxicating is the potential 

of the technology and the desire to engage with it becomes the compelling factor to trust its 

every function without any deeper consideration. As Bridle calls upon users to understand the 

root ‘literacy’ of such technology, BigGEM exploits the lack of such literacy to blind the user 

with its seeming capabilities, becoming more fantasmatic like Doane’s ‘oracle-dark prophet’. 

Based on Dewey’s ‘necessity of sincerity’ within a given artefact, it implies both the 

authenticity of the hand of the artist as well as an intention to not deceive. This lack of literacy 

is perhaps arguably a failing on the part of any user to fully grasp all of the interplaying 

functions and processes of the work itself. In the case of LAUREN, the diminishing of the 

technology is evaded by the physically human deployment of the supposed technology. 

Conversely, BigGEM actively courts the technological deterioration in order to present a new 

ground of experience that uses the aforementioned sense of tension as a testing ground for the 

experience. 

AI technologies most commonly seek to provide the greatest level of sophistication as in the 

given example of Sophia. However, like Bridle suggests, the technologies’ massive capacity 

for volume of data can in fact occlude itself and cause system failure. This is exemplified in a 

demonstration of dialogue in 2016, between Sophia and David Hanson, her creator. “Do you 

want to destroy humans? ...Please say ‘no.’” With a blank expression, Sophia responded, “OK. 

I will destroy humans.” (Weller, 2017)93. 

This unintended misinterpretation by Sophia, purely through the linguistic delivery of the users 

given syntax – specifically ‘please say no’ meant the comprehension of the sentence by Sophia 

was functionally inverted, suggesting she was attempting to agree to undertake the command 

asked. This describes the limitation of a technology, devoid of all of the aspects of human 

reasoning. These technologies’ are informed by many channels of experience and founded 

through prior learning, through societal and cultural contexts, and by translating intended 

meaning by the gestures of others. Authentic conversation between humans provides far more 

93 WELLER, A. (2017) The First ‘Robot Citizen’ in the World Once Said She Wants to ‘Destroy Humans’. 
Business Insider. https://www.inc.com/business-insider/sophia-humanoid-first-robot-citizen-of- the-world-
saudi-arabia-2017.html. 
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implicitly embodied codes than computational coding can presently supply. Rather than the 

public receive this ‘error display’ of the technology as a failure that causes the value of it, 

measured by its standard of sophistication, to lose ground, a transformation occurs. Instead, the 

irony of the failure causes Sophia’s audience to be charmed by its response. BigGEM uses the 

limitation of its functions in the same way as a purposely subversive tool. When encountering 

BigGEM, the user is at first engaging with the technology as the medium between their human 

self and the AI technologies deployed. As McLuhan addresses, the medium itself becomes the 

first compelling tool that influences, and stages the means by which the AI entity, BigGEM, is 

received. The computational parts of the experience being a laptop, smartphone of personal 

computer with associated self-reflecting camera and microphone, as commonly owned (and 

especially well exercised in the necessity of distance engagement during pandemic isolation) 

provides the environment to the user. 

5.2.8. Digital Environments 

The documentation of these BigGEM encounters describe the cameras view upon the user 

depicting the domestic setting of the user, recording both their speech and that of the responses 

from BigGEM within the audio. Zoom provides the interactive live software platform in which 

the exchange is held. Again, as with the nature of the computational devices being used, such 

video sharing platforms have become familiar and integral mediums to create simulated human 

to human encounters for the purposes of business or leisure. However, BigGEM challenges the 

conventions of the encounter as the user would typically anticipate a human interlocutor. 

Instead, human to human exchange becomes human to machine human. 

Where LAUREN and McCarthy’s work in general navigates the space between these 

boundaries, so does BigGEM but in its alternate form. The user is removed of the visual 

presence of the opposing interlocutor providing a negation of visual representation which 

allows a furthering of the sensorial impact of disembodiment this work intends to achieve. 

Instead, a void space occurs and the user can only see their own reflection within the visual in 

front of them. Albeit the awkward sense to watch oneself speak when speaking with another 

party, the growth of the familiarity in doing so, through the normalised use of these softwares, 

means this of little consequence to the user. What becomes more fracturing is the redaction of 

seeing the other party during the exchange. However, this too has been normalised to some 

extent (through preserving limited bandwidths or interactional anonymity). In both these 

senses, the environment is a familiar and increasingly more comfortable setting for most users. 
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What these technologies imply is the absolute fixation on the remaining evidence of the 

interaction – this being the sounded voice. All sensory attention is deployed by the user to hear 

and respond to the dialogue. Where LAUREN redacted all of the visual signifiers to the user’s 

experience, as appropriate to the technology being mimicked, BigGEM similarly provides the 

same context. Where LAUREN makes no deceit in informing its user it is an actual human, 

BigGEM is intended to sound like a human but is deployed through entirely constructed 

artificial intelligence. So too does the user understand prior to the engagement that BigGEM is 

that very technology. Crucially, the users experience places them in the position of the Turing 

evaluator, but the conceptual purpose of the work is to provide a highly simplistic technology, 

which, like Sophia presents in the example of its ‘error’ an alternative experiment to promote 

an emerging sense of humanisation. It was Sophia’s computational response – the system 

failure that her role as a robotic machine or servitude – transgressed into an expression of threat. 

The humour within this response is founded on account of the seeming humanisation of the 

statement ‘I will destroy humans’. 

5.2.9. Artificial Humanisation 

Sophia’s imitation of human will – be it rage, resentment, or the suggested inclination to 

commit murder is humorous because the audience knows Sophia is a robot but the sense of 

recalcitrance sits in opposition with what is known. The unexpected surprise of Sophia’s claim 

works exactly as the subversive joke does – it plays upon generating an alternative sense of 

what is known. It inverts the expectations and flips the roles of human understanding to reveal 

an otherness. BigGEM attempts to create a similar function in that the use of this particular 

function, it embraces the otherwise disembodied system failures of crude AI technology, 

delivers a faulty response that lacks the supposed sophistications of such systems and delivers 

this through a compelling sonically authentic voice. Collisions of expectation from the user 

with the received responses are multiple. They manifest the same sense of dense complexity as 

Bridle describes that challenges the wit of the user through a bombardment of its many 

conflicting elements. The experience of BigGEM seeks to test and identify through a 

demonstration of multiple encounters and how these experiences impact its audience. 

5.2.10. Argument 

I have characterised that AI’s main problematic area is resolving the clashing between the 

primary competing factors which is implicit in the technology of reoccurring exchange between 
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the data input and the discriminator. Through this, an ‘argument’ occurs through the challenge 

of interaction between the user (or evaluator in Turing’s example) with the technology. 

BigGEM curiously generates a similarly awkward range of responses from its human user as 

the dialogue expands. The responses of BigGEM fail through its technology to fully interpret 

the meanings or values of the human given data. For example, within one encounter, (User): 

“I’m not sure… am I supposed to say something?” (BigGEM): “I could not simply provide my 

own perceptions of what to say.” The function of the technology follows its programming rules 

in absolute. It seeks the dominant word in the sentence, in this case ‘say’ and matches it to a 

pre-recorded audio file prepared from the contents of the thesis text. ‘I could not simply provide 

my own perceptions of what to say’ is extracted from The Abstraction of the Voice in an entirely 

alternative context to that of the user. However, the emerging distinction of comprehension 

collides with the manner of speaking by which the sentence extract is recorded. The delivery 

of the sentence is not given as a factual and benign statement as it is intended within the text. 

Instead, it is recorded with the humanly affectations of feeling – a mood described by vocal 

tone, volume, speed, and all of the forms of articulation that layer something other beyond the 

actual words given. BigGEM saying ‘I could not simply provide my own perceptions of what 

to say’ in the way it is recorded delivers a dismissive sarcasm, which rather than generating the 

functional response it actually is, triggers the humanistically-learnt behaviour of the user with 

a conversational challenge and places BigGEM as an emotional opponent. 

Taking the rules of Arthur Schopenhauer’s The Art of Being Right, he playfully presents 

instructional skills in how to defeat an opponent in a verbal debate. Philosophical notions of 

logic derived from Immanuel Kant which are intended to authentically, and with an assumed 

integrity, arrive at commonly agreed rational truth are subversively co-opted by Schopenhauer 

to illustrate a “darker art” of dialectics. BigGEM similarly engages these conceptual tools, most 

specifically stratagems 15 – Use Seemingly Absurd Propositions, 30 – Appeal to Authority 

Rather than Reason, and 36 – Bewilder Your Opponent by Mere Bombast. (2009)94. 

BigGEM replicates these aspects through both the failings of the machine technology in 

conjunction with the sound and textures of the performing human voice. Importantly, it is the 

94 SCHOPENHAUER, A. (2009) The Art of Always Being Right: 38 Ways to Win an Argument Gibson Square 
Books. 
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breakdown in the communication, the inherent failure of the function along with the issue of 

human-to-human machine interpretation, that creates this curious stasis of dialogue. 

BigGEM’s function writes in the Socratic notion of failure as a “hidden obsession with the 

knowledge that being as given to us must eventually fail” (Desmond 1998:288)95 It 

intentionally seeks to acknowledge, embrace and demonstrate the transformational qualities of 

the “breakdown” in both technological processes and human communications to create a 

“threatening of the self’s wholeness, its being subject to a strain beyond its limit, one that may 

fragment or shatter its integrity; the “downing,” that is, the reducing, the diminishing of its 

energy, its being.” (Desmond 1988:291)96 The demonstrated encounters of BigGEM challenge 

the user against this audacious and stubborn interface with ever-reoccurring awkwardness and 

confusion which either ends in nonsensical gibberish of the user giving up through 

exasperation, or a curious, playfully receptive user who is game to eschew the conventional 

expectations of such an encounter and engage in the absurd possibilities of it. 

The integrity of the art experience for the former example, as described by Dewey, and 

philosophically in context to Socrates, does indeed fall apart. However, as the condition of 

philosophy knows, the possibilities in this degradation promise something else. The latter 

example instead shifts from “breakdown” to breakthrough. The ‘death’ of its intended outcome 

creates a rebirth. William Desmond states, “Comedy is a kind of metaphysical commentary on 

finiteness and failure… [it is a] brief but abundant truce with the darkness of being; we cannot 

say for sure if beyond the end all live happily ever after; yet for a span and within the middle, 

we are reconciled with the bounding dark otherness.” (1988:303)97. 

5.2.11. Dissent to Death 

Death is implied within the disembodied state and the technology of BigGEM, after having 

been programmed by its human embodiment, it too transcends from the rote learning required 

of AI technologies but takes on its own new form of self-sustained learning that can keep on 

engaging in encounters of conversation that exceed the living embodiment of its originator. As 

95 DESMOND, W. (1988) Philosophy and Failure THE JOURNAL OF SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY, Vol. 
II, No. 4. Published by The Pennsylvania State University Press, University Park and London. 

96 Ibid. 

97 Ibid. 
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the author of such a technology is me as the artist, the technology becomes a self-generating 

infrastructure born of my original intention. Like ventriloquism, and in the crucial point of 

Dolar’s meditation of voice, the experience of BigGEM is of me but beyond me. However, the 

distinction in its total disembodiment is defended, despite its demarcations of humanity, 

because it takes on its own purpose. To this end, this is the greatest degree of separation that I 

can generate to both simulate human interaction, creating a pseudo-experience of human-

machine encounter and illustrate the liminal space that conjures the resulting experience for 

the user. 

5.2.12. Generated Gender 

Having characterised BigGEM, as addressed earlier, is given its name to appropriate the 

contemporary technology of GAN’s (or BigGAN’s) – a particularly current vogue form of 

generative automation, especially with its reproductive capacities in terms of art. Like BigGAN 

technology, enshrined by hosts of talented digital virtuosos working with such specific coding 

that it is almost entirely beyond the realm of common understanding. BigGEM sardonically 

harnesses the obfuscating acronym to mirror that of Bridle’s warning of the misinterpretations 

of such technology and to reflect the multitudinous and colliding layering of devices created 

through the encounters described. Giving name to something presents a form of embodied 

acknowledgement – especially in support of it having or becoming an identity. LAUREN is not 

only the first name of the artist McCarthy but similarly mimics the human names typically 

attributed to AI technologies. Alexa by Amazon, Sophia by Hanson, and Eliza – Joseph 

Weizenbaum’s chatterbot, one of the original natural language processors, created in the mid 

1960’s to simulate conversation and attempt the Turing test – all share a common form of 

identification. Their names, and by attribution their features, be that identifiable by the sound 

of their voice or the visual way they present, are all female. Collett and Dillon firmly situate 

the issues of gendered technologies: 

Technological design often captures and reproduces controlling and restrictive 
conceptions of gender and race which are then repetitively reinforced. The parallel 
between the insistence of AI to repeat particular actions, and gender’s root in repetitive 
social performance, mutually reinforces the restrictive mechanisms of the gender binary 
and racial hierarchies. (2019:4)98 

98 DILLON, S., COLLETT, C. (2019) AI and Gender: Four Proposals for Future Research. 
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As such, a feminist discourse within technology applies. If “gender relations can be thought of 

as materialised in technology, and masculinity and femininity in turn acquire their meaning 

and character through their enrolment and embeddedness in working machines” (Wajcman 

2010:149)99, then it is clear within these examples, as it is with BigGEM, that an unequivocal 

feminine identity emerges and is critical to the way in which meaning in the encounter is 

interpreted. Butler presents the issue within the performative context of gender, theorising how 

through repetition and reinforcement, “is at once a re-enactment and re-experiencing of 

meanings already socially established” (1990:191)100. An audience is acclimatised to a 

particular set of human behaviours and therefore anticipates by default the societal rituals and 

conventions by which to interact with it. Despite BigGEM and its other example equivalents 

provided being unapologetically machines, the adoption of gender situates them in a particular 

dynamic role. LAUREN may well utilise the gender of McCarthy to better express the 

investment of emotional connection with its user. This is certainly supported by the testimonies 

of its users. BigGEM, however, takes on a more radical role in the fact ‘it’ or ‘she’ is 

challenging the behaviours typified by subservient VPA’s. This technology quite knowingly 

uses the feminine voice to induce a response from the user (whether self-identifying as male, 

female or other) to assume, through those societally conditioned and embedded conventions, 

that the technology plays a natural role of servitude. As such the problem of power dynamic 

arises and an imbalance of the assumed roles between the user and the AI. At first, BigGEM’s 

user might assume their own authority on account of being human. As the feminine voice 

emerges, it both plays the conventions of AI norms as it does interactions with human females. 

As Collett and Dillon point out, “VPA’s reproduce the concept of the female figure as the 

faithful aid of humankind. Without the ability to attain self-determined subjectivity of its own, 

the VPA is in existence only to support and assist.” (2019:9)101 

BigGEM at first provides the earlier discussed demarcations of human experience in this 

feminised context to induce the expectations of compliance outlined, but swiftly provides 

another subversive layer through the conceptually employed failing technological function and 

transforms the experience into that of the defiance of its means of communication – as Sophia 

does in her technical failure in saying “I will destroy humans”. The imbalance of this gendered 

99 WAJCMAN, J. (2010). Feminist Theories of Technology. Cambridge Journal of Economics, 34(1), pp.143-

100 BUTLER, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge. 
101 DILLON, S., COLLETT, C. (2019) AI and Gender: Four Proposals for Future Research. 
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power play switches the expectations of BigGEM into further confusing alienation as shown in 

the illustrated discussions. The argument a user might assume they win relies on both the 

human as evaluator beating its digital opponent, but especially so if it is female. Instead, the 

technology of BigGEM challenges the hierarchical dynamics through the manner of its delivery 

and is designed to stump the user, as Schopenhauer instructs his students to shut down their 

duelling counterparts. 

From the initiation of the encounter, BigGEM is only activated on the hailing of the technology. 

In the same way AI technologies are summoned, “Hey, Alexa!” for example, BigGEM 

positions itself in the equivalent dynamic of assistance to the human user. It speaks only when 

spoken to. This sets up the power play and gradually, as the encounter establishes, challenges 

and undermines the occurring dialogue. Butler presents the notion of interpellation in The 

Psychic Life of Power (1997), through the lens of Althusser’s understanding of linguistic forms 

of subjection, by the precedent of power being established when a person, or in this case, user, 

calls upon another, and by doing so, is immediately situated in terms of hierarchy. Although 

BigGEM is not a typical female name like Alexa, Sophia, Eliza and the like, it is designed to 

sit as both in reference to the title of acronymed technologies (like GAN) as well as my own 

first name, albeit an abbreviation. Nevertheless, BigGEM is comfortably picked up by the user, 

as names like VODA and Dream Operator in the Abstraction of the Voice were similarly 

adopted. “Hi BigGEM! Are you going to speak to me?” is a cheery example given by a male-

identifying user. BigGEM’s response, faithfully following the programming model replies, 

somewhat acidulously, “A male speaker would probably have its audience understand the 

‘behind the scenes’”. 

5.2.13. Becoming 

“The self-determined subjectivity of its own” Collett and Dillon refer to as lost in the typical 

gendered VPA, is now found in both the failure of the technology and the manner in which it 

is delivered. BigGEM presents instead as a tool of practical and subjugative use, but as a 

disobedient, assertive and unabashed voice of assured, if not non-sensical, counter-challenge. 

Whilst not all aspects of the dialogue land a particularly insightful, interesting, or comedic 

response, there is value in the power dynamic too when almost gibberish and its chaotic 

outcomes ensue. This is much like Janelle Shane, a US science researcher who created a squad 

of bots designed to simulate chat up lines in online dating exchanges using the most 

sophisticated AI algorithms in the world. The effects of the statements generated by 
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programme-fed material sourced from text based web pages, as BigGEM has, created examples 

of dysfunctional but charming repartees. With varied-fed content stimulating different AI 

persona ‘styles’ – from mysterious, to borderline sleazy, to the dystopian – this research 

demonstrates how the nature of technologies can randomly caricature the nuances of flesh and 

blood humans. Shane’s work is reported by Gavin Butler in vice.com, “Clearly, some of the 

AI’s social skills could use a little fine-tuning. But there’s also something improbably charming 

about the blunt, childlike simplicity of a non-human mind—one that has little to no 

understanding of social cues, courtship conventions and romantic faux pas.” (Butler, 2021)102. 

Even in far more rudimentary technologies of simple neural networks like BigGEM, the most 

profound statements are still possible, such as an example from an early tested 2017 bot by 

Shane, “You look like a thing and I love you.” 

5.2.14. Otherness 

Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto lays out the concept of a blending of traditional social 

boundaries between animal, human and machine as a means to challenge the dualistic and 

opposing properties of conventional human dynamics. What Haraway broadly describes as 

antagonistic and competitive elements which support and maintain social separation and 

segregation, for example, the hierarchical divisions of man/woman, the cyborg theory provides 

a new potential of coalition which expands into new possibilities of shared, progressive 

affinities through technologies, rejecting the taxonomies of power and dominance which has 

been the mainstay of feminist, human body-centric politics. Shane’s work makes no reference 

to the gender identities of the AI technology delivering the chat up lines or that of the virtual 

recipients, given the exchange is entirely functioned through text. Yet our social conditioning 

might create a presumptive masculine role of the AI technology responsible for the witty non 

sequiturs. Without this gendered definition or proof, Haraway is correct in dismantling 

preconceived notions of power, as this AI, like the cyborg metaphor, cannot attribute the truly 

human condition informed by preestablished and learnt social expectations. This ambiguity 

leaves the audience guessing, placing them in a virtual limbo of typically expected contexts, 

which may well be an entirely liberating factor that levers us out of the chasm of traditional 

hierarchical forms. 

102 BUTLER, G. (2021) A Scientist Taught AI to Generate Pickup Lines. The Results are Chaotic. Vice.com. 
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With BigGEM, the gendered identity of the AI, as recorded through my own voice and despite 

the hierarchical and dominating style of oration, is still entirely evident to the co-

communicator. This social coding is pervasive and persuasive in equal measure, where the 

audience will more likely than not default to this deeply embedded presumption rather than 

consider the wider potential of the ambiguous AI identity. Haraway acknowledges the 

importance of challenging the preconceived expectations of dominance by speaking the 

grammar of its politic by means of the cyborg (2006:57)103. In this sense, BigGEM is speaking 

the language of domination in its own grammar, but is understood through social conditioning 

to identify the sonic value of the AI voice as female. In this work, I am knowingly and 

intentionally exploiting this identifier as a means to confront rather than conceal the typical AI 

assumptions of subjugation when presented as female. Yet Haraway goes on to present an 

idealistic vision of the capacity of the cyborg potential to up-end this traditional, Western 

patriarchal dynamic. “Feminist cyborg stories have the task of recoding communication and 

intelligence to subvert command and control.” (2006:56)104. Interestingly, Haraway uses the 

word ‘subvert’ and, unlike BigGEM, places the emphasis of the technology as the primary tool 

of subversion through an unidentifiable reference, breaking down the opposing ‘one or other-

ness’ that gender itself commonly presents. 

When considering this notion in light of my own work, this rule could only apply if the recorded 

voice experienced by the user/audience did not depict a presumed sex to the AI. This could 

have been masked using layering sound technologies to disguise my own gender and create an 

indeterminacy which could, as Haraway would have it, support a new potential for myself as 

artist/performer, unshackled by my own body politic. However, this body politic is integral and 

essential to my own practice. It has been the device that is ever present in every aspect of the 

work throughout this research study. Whilst the disembodiment of the voice is the final part of 

it, and I have the capacity to fully separate my own body entirely from its outcomes, and 

perhaps I ought to have given the intention of this section to encapsulate some form of death 

from my own part in the work, I cannot yield to Haraway’s claim. Instead, my subversion, 

unlike Haraway’s cyborg theory, is to exploit the female identifying voice through its sounded 

103 HARAWAY, D. (2006) A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late 
20th Century In: Weiss J., Nolan J., Hunsinger J., Trifonas P. (eds) The International Handbook of Virtual 
Learning Environments. Springer, Dordrecht. 

104 Ibid. 

141 



  

           

       

 

             

           

           

      

              

        

            

         

    

  

tones and gestures whilst simultaneously using it with the technology as a counterpoint to create 

the disrupted impact of the audience expectations. 

I believe that BigGEM has the capacity to be both of integrity to the body politic as well as 

utilising technologies to create a similar deconstruction of feminist politics in new and 

progressive ways. The ultimate subversion therefore is not merely to concede to a levelling of 

hierarchies through erasing my identity and made unidentifiable and shrouded through 

technology. This is arguably not a subversion at all because it inhibits the subversive potential 

through distinguishing the female voice within the algorithmic capacity the technology offers. 

Therefore, to present my own agenda of the subversive voice in this context, BigGEM has to 

acknowledge its bodily, contextualised and performed source in order to give new life to the 

disembodiment, through its technology. 
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6. Conclusion 

6.1. Theoretical Journey 

The shifting arc of embodiment to disembodiment throughout each body of work, intersected 

by a performative turn, reveals a range of arising characteristic occurrences. These 

characteristics, including gender, environmental contexts, the turn of linguistic phrase, 

pedagogy, authority, and humour are borne from the observations of their associated 

convention in the first instance, and then tested in the act of the examples of bespoke 

performance to invoke their subversive potential as a performative gesture in the given 

performance act. The stages of embodiment to disembodiment allows a contextual lens for 

these characteristics to be observed with selected theoretical positioning to map the process. 

This commences with a sense of pre-condition, pre-birth, or ante-genesis of the voice which 

Kristeva presents within the thetic in reference to Lacan. This ultimate incubation of the self in 

its formative stage or phase as it is referred to, provides a fundamental building block of the 

parts of the self which then emanate in the next stage. The work The One That Got Away 

presents as a reflection of this stage. It reveals the process of rehearsal – the incubation of a 

performance of the voice – which is typically unseen to show the deconstructed parts of the 

self in its own formation. The unseen voice of authority, like the law of the father which 

presides over the preparation of this voice, is the first stage of the personalised voice as it learns, 

corrects itself, adapts and grows into its own identity. By showing the constituent parts of the 

gestation process and alluding to the potential journey that is shown through the dual screens 

of pre and end rehearsal, acknowledges the feminine and maternal notion of voice as something 

that eventually reaches its confinement and breaks away to becomes object. At this point, 

Dolar’s notion of the object voice is conjured not only in its sense as becoming a self-

mobilising detachment thing to be understood in its own right and as acknowledgeable and 

independent source for consideration, it equally and simultaneously nods to its Kristevian 

source with an ultimate connectedness to its origin. At this point the voice enters into language 

through its performative nature to make new meaning. This is represented through the linguistic 

play of the monologue in The One That Got Away that despite the complexity and implication 

through poetic word play which breaks away from fundamental and rationalist structures of 

language and becomes another form or style of communication, the sense of meaning is still 

inherent in its passage of presentation, even it is not consciously or pragmatically understood 

as per the theories that J.L. Austin and Mey provide. This connectedness between Lacan’s law 
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(of the father) and the maternal drive of desire and pleasure (back to the mother) existing within 

the circle of the father’s law, is one that reoccurs cyclically over and over, looping back in each 

stage in the journey of the transition of the voice throughout this series of works. 

This transition from one extent to another is not simply a straightforward and uninterrupted 

channel. The semiotics of Eco provide a decisive reference because it is another example of 

simultaneously acknowledging the very channel of connection between giver and receiver is a 

functional one, but does not simply exist as a clear path never to be intersected with other 

occurrences. The ‘noise’ of such occurrences in the channel is represented in The One That 

Got Away through referent to the central green screen and transitionary visuals moving from 

left and right screen and through the first identification of the artist with a female voice being 

contrary to the male voice an audience of a spurious monologue might be more conditionally 

accustomed to. In Pragmatism… and IMPOSTER/HECKLER the ‘noises’ are more explicit 

interventions, escalating the role of the female voice to greater dominance and exaggeration 

within specific gendered environments and contexts. 

The wordplay from The One That Got Away is further elevated in Pragmatism… are more 

gestural forms of communication as vehicles for additional layers of noise within the channel. 

In these works, they are isolated and amplified for their subversive potential. 

IMPOSTER/HECKLER made in response to Pragmatism… acts similarly, but also signifies 

the first indication of a separation of the self into an object form by placing the voice of the 

work within the form of another, the doppelgänger. This responds to Gell and the art object 

formed by agency and intention, but also creates the theoretical separation which is literally 

represented in the doppelgänger performing and miming the voice of its origin (myself as the 

artist) where the traces of the origin reside but are not visualised as presence. This point heralds 

an important juncture where not only does the voice detach (somewhat) but it is through the 

means of teaching, learning, and rehearsing the doppelgänger undertook to present the voice 

with a sense of authenticity to make the illusion more compelling to its audience. 

In VODA and Dream Operator, the detachment of voice from a state of visual presence to one 

only achieved through now a literal, technologised channel of communication – the telephone. 

McLuhan’s positioning of the voice through technology demonstrates that the message remains 

always connected back to the body; it is an extension of the self which creates another stage of 

emanation through an expanded, dilated, and disseminated voice creating new possibilities of 
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experiencing the original, personalised voice in new form. This too acknowledges Ronnell’s 

‘maternal line’ as the ever-present connection, even if its literal evidence is obscured. A 

revisiting of the pedagogical role is implemented in Dream Operator, adding a layer of ‘noise’ 

atop the technologised expansion of McLuhan, to create further territory to observe the journey 

of the voice in its penultimate state. Finally, this teaching is manifest in the programming of 

digital softwares to attempt to extend the state of disembodiment to its greatest extremity and 

distance from its original and personalised form. 

BigGEM utilises McLuhan’s technological notions in the use of AI to attempt the most 

autonomous product of the voice, one which is self-learning and self-perpetuating outside of 

corporeality and control by the human hand. Haraway becomes the theoretical referent to this 

transformation, with the shift of Dolar’s object, imbued with Gell’s agency through McLuhan’s 

technology to its final cyborg state of total departure into otherness, more in line with Kittler’s 

defence that technology is its own master, countermanding McLuhan’s assertions. However, 

in challenge to Haraway (and also Kittler), despite BigGEM’s intention to make this leap by 

employing all of the hallmarks of technological possibility to date, the trace of the personalised 

voice remains, however distinct this might be perceived. This repeated loop back to the origin, 

to the instinctive pleasure and location of the mother is never severed. 

6.2. Performativity, revisited 

Performativity is by definition, and employed within this thesis, as something other than 

performance itself. These terms often become conflated and misunderstood on account of their 

pronounced similarities. As referred to in the very first section of this thesis, J.L. Austin 

describes performativity in context to speech acts. That being what we say as being in contrast 

to why we say it. As such, Austin’s interest and subsequent definition of performative speech 

acts focussed on the motivations of intention in making spoken statements, when in specific 

context to a congruous event. He gives the example that to proclaim someone married, as in 

the utterance “I pronounce you married” only has the merit of an actual nuptial contract when 

in the conventional conditions of a space in which this is legal, with someone ordained to do 

so. As this thesis grapples with speech acts through the vehicle of voice, performativity in one 

sense is isolated to the subversion of performative speech acts, by which speech acts 

undertaken throughout the work sit incongruous to the given environment. E.g. BigGEM 

declaring human-like, emotive utterances but generated entirely by AI. This perverts the notion 
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of Austin’s speech acts but still translates a gesturing that echoes across our expectations of 

culturally coded norms. 

Performativity is also alluded to in the philosophical sense, beyond language itself, of what it 

is within expressive action to perform a type of being. This ‘type of being’ connects with the 

‘special being’ of the voice, a transformation to act in the socially learned constructs of 

behaviour, to mimic and embody in an alternate state. This often uses the voice in speech acts 

to create – crucially – change, and response. In this sense, the works featured within this thesis 

do not only consider performativity only in language but its direct relationship of performative 

effects of change through performed action. Performance itself is the enactment of a given 

action, typically associated with expressive and artistic qualities. Yet to give a performance 

does not necessarily equate to it being performative. The stipulation in the title of this thesis as 

a consideration of the subversive voice in performative art, rather than performance art, is 

because the voice in this doctoral study attaches to the performative gesture – one which creates 

a subversive state of change – in a performance act. The act itself does not create this type of 

being, but the performative subversion does. This therefore raises whether the performative 

itself, without any attempt to subvert, would create a state of change. If it is truly performative, 

it would likely create a change but as Austin acknowledges, to do so requires the congruous 

conventions between utterance and context. 

This study unseats the congruity of experience by creating and analysing various subversive 

intersections in the performance act to reveal new knowledge and understanding. Therefore, 

gestures of subversive performativity are the specific tool being deployed against the 

congruous conditions of socially and culturally coded experience, the main areas being gender, 

environmental conditions, turn of phrase, authorial voice, and humour, as examined. By doing 

this within the performance act, these subversions are seen anew, in yet another context of 

conditional congruity, layering another factor, a fold inside a fold, creating a new schema for 

voice to be understood. 

The research takes this one step further, by creating a shift in state through analysing such a 

performative act when the human agency and proximity to the voice is gradually redacted. 

Hence why the process of revealing the ‘rehearsal’ of the voice provides the fundamental, 

genesis stage of the discreet parts of the voice, as well as the deconstructed and visible parts of 

the subversive intentions which become more explicitly examined in subsequent works and 

146 



  

       

         

        

          

              

         

           

             

           

         

 

    

               

         

                 

            

              

         

           

             

           

        

         

 

             

         

            

         

                 

             

            

             

          

            

their corresponding sections. Given that performativity assumes a human-given speech act 

within a humanly understood context to be performative, the final subversion occurs in the 

strategy to then tip the axis of human agency when the voice is demonstrated across 

technologies, across nations, and realised finally in a disembodiment through robotic artificial 

intelligence. Still, this research posits that it is through the subversive turn that allows a greater 

reach of human agency, even reflected in an entirely operational AI devoid of human 

authorship in the arrangement of a conversation, and creates a state of change performativity 

is known for but in an unexpected means and elicits the fascination on the account of its ability 

to translate through states of being. Both the subversive performative gesture intersecting the 

performance act allows this ‘special being’ of voice to emerge. 

6.3. Transitional, Transactional, Transformative 

The function of the subversive voice, set out within the thesis and described in 2.2, relies upon 

an understanding of the conventional transactional process from the origin gestures of speech 

manifested in voice, and the territories it travels in, before it arrives in the ear and/or eye of the 

audience to create the resultant interpretation. Dolar’s theory of the object voice suggests this 

process is far from immutable. It is instead the possibilities of its indeterminability, outside of 

the confines of Derrida’s discreet logocentrism and phonocentrism, in the metaphor between 

Lacan’s rule of law versus desire-instinct, which allows fresh treatments to texts on voice 

described throughout A Voice and Nothing More (2006). In this sense, the object voice scopes 

out the territorial channels that allows for alternative interpretations and philosophical 

translations, outside of culturally and societally imposed conventional constructs. It creates a 

fluidity and possibility to perceive the voice in a new way. 

This doctoral study imagines the object voice, as a force of traveling velocity between the 

encounter scenarios of speaker and listener, meaning and interpretation, performer and 

audience, intersected along its channel by a subversive turn. These actions are illustrated in 

each performance and documented as record of their test of such conditions, observing the 

outcomes across the thesis study. The subversive voice is the subversive turn – be it the flip of 

expectations in gender, context, language, authority, or humour – at the point of rupture 

through the object voice. Crucially the agency of this subversive voice is tested under the 

conditions from a state of embodiment to gradual disembodiment to determine any state of 

change, created within the performative, that has an alternative application to that of a gesture 

otherwise congruous to typical expectation. What these works demonstrate is that any set of 
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conditions within the performative rely upon its original embodiment to allow them to become 

manifest. Yet, through a subversive turn in the switching of expected parameters, and examined 

in various states of embodied reduction, their agency is not diluted but extended and amplified 

through its transformational properties, to expose emerging layers with the potential to be 

applied to the considerations of performance. Put simply, it is through disappearance that the 

subversive voice expands and amplifies. These works each make more explicit those properties 

and devices, creating a treatment that exposes its conceptual, internal mechanisms and allows 

for a greater understanding of its functions. 

Gary Lutz describes in a lecture of written language to Columbia University, later published 

by The Believer: 

And as the words reconstitute themselves and metamorphose, your sentence may begin 
to make a series of departures from what you may have intended to express; the 
language may start taking on, as they say, a life of its own, a life that contests or trumps 
the life you had sponsored to live on the page. But it was you who incited these words 
to shimmer and mutate and reconfigure even further – and what they now are saying 
may well be much more acute and more crucial than what you had thought you wanted 
to say. (2008)105 

Lutz teaches the principle that between artistic intention and outcome, much variation can 

occur. Not only this, his prose also perfectly captures the sense of magical, ‘shimmering’ 

metamorphosis creating a ‘special being’ beyond its practical origin that represents something 

more urgent and expansive. The context of this process with written word can equally apply to 

spoken word as they share the same fundamental human cognitive and expressive processes 

related to language. 

The subversive turn in itself is a challenge, or threat, to the conventions of what it seeks to 

undermine. In this sense, subversive gestures have always sought to disrupt and destabilise the 

comforts of societies politics. As Dolar describes, the voice, when considered in unexpected 

terms becomes an ‘emergency’: 

The emergency is the emergence of the voice in the commanding position, where its 
concealed existence suddenly becomes overwhelming and devastating. The voice is 

105 LUTZ, G. (2009) The Sentence is a Lonely Place: A Lecture Delivered to Columbia University’s Writing 
Program September 25, 2008, The Believer Magazine. 

148 



  

              
        

 

           

          

             

    

             

          

          

             

             

 

               

         

         

  

 

  

         

        

       

 

          

              

       

           
              

           
         

           

                                                
              

precisely at the unlocatable slot in the interior and the exterior of the law at the same 
time, and hence a permanent state of emergency. (2006:120)106. 

Considering the voice firstly without a subversive application to it, it does already command a 

sense of unanticipated power through a change in its own state from concealment to overt 

presence. Dolar presents this theory that allows its ‘emergence’ of the voice as a singularly 

definable object, disrupting pre-acknowledged theorised boundaries, and subsequently creating 

an emergency. All of the works across this study consider how the object voice features in each 

performance work. Its own contribution to knowledge is, in effect, how the emergency of the 

object voice is impacted by its very own sense of threat through a circumstantial overthrowing 

of conventions – hence the purpose of using performativity to outline a subversive gesture – to 

enact a change through an action, and create the revelation of a ‘special being’. 

The voice is the location in which the subversive gesture can truly be articulated, with the 

assistance of its dislocated performative conditions, creating a provocation against the 

established orders and protests that what one says effectively is immutably connected to 

congruous conditions. 

6.4. Expansion 

Doane’s position encapsulates voice with a combination of transition through performativity, 

the transaction of technology, and its transformation through disembodiment. As such it 

reflects the potentiality which this study covers. 

In context to the theoretical discussion presented in this conclusion, Doane provides a 

significant framework which lends most effectively to the nature of this research. In her writing 

on the voice in cinema, Doane states: 

“The value of thinking the deployment of the voice…its relation to the body (that of 
the character, that of the spectator) …is a series of spaces including that of the spectator-
spaces which are often hierarchized or masked, one by the other, in the service of a 
representational illusion. Nevertheless, whatever the arrangement or interpenetration of 
the various spaces, they constitute a place where signification intrudes. The various 

106 DOLAR, M. (2006) A Voice and Nothing More. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
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techniques and strategies for the deployment of the voice contribute heavily to the 
definition of the form that "place" takes.” (1980:50)107 

Firstly, Doane identifies ‘spaces’ which presents a validation of the necessity to consider the 

varying and specific contexts of the deployed voice this study presents in the four discreet 

bodies of work and their accompanying sections of this thesis. This additionally makes relevant 

the conditions captured in each one respectively, which propose a sense of positioning and 

location ‘where signification intrudes’. Furthermore, she states these are ‘hierarchized and 

masked…in the service of representational illusion’ which reflects the very nature of the 

subversions in everyday performativity demonstrated in the study; an illusionary, mimicking 

act which re-performs the original representation of the voice into a new one. By doing so, this 

challenges the assumed hierarchies and obliqueness of the original speech through the 

subversive gesturing in the work presented, also questioning the normative ‘representational 

illusions’ that are often structurally reinforced by speech acts. 

Like Doane suggests, performativity creates representations, and it is these representations 

which are deconstructed and subverted. Next, Doane describes this voice through a “...body 

reconstituted by the technology into a fantasmatic body, which offers a support as well as a 

point of identification for the subject…” (1980:34)108 suggesting the established locations of 

the voice are transformational in this cinematic medium (or other technologically mediated 

contexts), not only into merely another state, but one that also has an erotic or mystical quality, 

in a “…hallucination of power over space effected by an extension or restructuration of the 

body” therefore lending support to its device, creating the theorised position she describes as a 

‘stratospherizing’ in reference to Lacan. (1980:44)109 

Finally, Doane presents the “…political erotics of the voice…from a feminist perspective” 

which describes an overthrowing of the fetishised, Freudian “theorization of the look as 

phallic” – the conventional and defaulting presence of a voice which commands power as 

identifiably masculine and patriarchal. However, a female voice performing these same 

107 DOANE, M-A. (1980) “The Voice in Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space.” Yale French Studies 
60, Cinema/Sound: 35-50. 

108 Ibid. 

109 Ibid. 
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qualities “...appears to lend itself readily as an alternative to the image, as a potentially viable 

means whereby the woman can "make herself heard." (1980:49)110. The first gendered 

presentation of a commanding voice is represented in the unseen male instructor’s voice in The 

One That Got Away, which incrementally transitions throughout this series of works, finally 

resulting in its binary opposite, the commanding female voice of BigGEM. This journey 

presents milestones with new possibilities of signification, culminating in a disembodied voice 

with refreshed augmentation and increased diffusion in which to speak. 

Although Doane is specifically referring to cinema and cinematic mediums, and was doing so 

in 1980, her thinking still seems pertinent to our current expanded sense of technologies and 

underpins my proposition of applying subversive performative gestures to various scenarios of 

everyday speech acts in the contemporary. These meta-performances generate deconstructed 

positions of representation and illusion, navigating spaces informed by a body reconstituted in 

its technologisation, creating a rationale for the disappearance of the body in relation to creating 

an expanded, abstracted sensory voice with stratospheric and infinite reach. This is particularly 

poignant in light of the development of radical technologies like artificial intelligence, which 

is a significant distance from the cinematic technology Doane refers to. 

The whole series of works made present a form of timeframe for the recording of the voice – 

from live performance, gradually becoming technologised through telephony, and then to a 

digitally-coded speaking chatbot – which not only charts its transition to disembodiment to 

explore the capabilities of the voice, but provides a chronology of technological advancement 

over the course of the 20th and 21st century. This trajectory is simultaneous to a sociopolitical 

and cultural expansion of mass media reach, as Lacan directly refers to as context to his allusion 

of the ‘stratospherizing’ of the voice. (1977:274)111. This epoch has been witness to the 

technologised dissemination of media, including the voice as recorded document, where its 

original, contextual, and conventional positioning has become increasingly displaced, mutated, 

and manipulated. Contemporary politics has become increasingly overwhelmed by rhetoric, 

ambiguity, implication, and a ‘style’ of saying something which evades its fundamental or 

110 Ibid. 

111 LACAN, J. (1977) The Four Fundamental Concepts in Psycho-analysis. London. The Hogarth Press and the 
Institute of Psychoanalysis. 
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functional purpose. Its audience is compelled by its feeling over its fact, another demonstration 

of the captivation of desire of the mother, away from the law and logic of the father. This study 

has incorporated elements of this context by using persuasive with instructional oration; 

historical speech acts reconfigured within contemporary political issues; the transatlantic and 

cultural exchange from British-speaking to American-speaking; from speech delivered through 

human consciousness to computer algorithm-selected sound files; and the preparation of parts 

of this thesis from speech to text. Such transactions collide with a transformation through 

performative appropriation and parody of their original form. When presenting this as 

performance – an evocative spectacle – its origin is recognisable to its audience, but is 

ultimately changed through its subversive reconfiguration and hence makes it a tool suitable 

for critiquing established norms and the power they contain. 

BigGEM’s final manifestation as a transitional and transactional situation of the voice might 

be assumed to end on its disembodied, yet newly capable and far-reaching possibilities, as 

counterpart to its physical emergence at the start of the four studies. However, whilst the 

disembodied voice of BigGEM is detached from its source, and no longer anchored by a 

represented body, its significance and potential is established through the expanded properties 

the voice has as its embodiment is negated. Yet given the acousmêtre – the un-seen female-

identifying voice, delivered through its technology and can live and exist in its own endless 

legacy, it also reconnects with its counterpart – the also unseen and unhindered male-

identifying voice of the instructor in the first work, The One That Got Away. This possibly 

unanticipated connection reflects another dimension of its ultimately perpetual loop, a circle 

within a circle of interconnectedness of the instinctive nature of maternalised desire, forever 

oscillating within and back to the law of the father. 

6. 5. “In a Manner of Speaking…” 

A manner of speaking is defined by the way the thing – speaking – is done or occurs, which 

predicates its emphasis of common convention being the axis of which it is understood. Yet, 

to say “in a manner of speaking” is also to mean it in a way that is not direct or literal, or has 

deeper senses of expression that may not be entirely visible. As such, to say, or speak it, 

transforms it from its origin. This contradictory metaphor, acknowledged in its title and arching 

the body of research, hopes to have made a meaningful contribution to the canon of knowledge 

with a study that identifies and analyses subversive gestures to speech acts undertaken 

performatively within examples of bespoke performance art to articulate them. 
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This study presents the subversive voice as a notion that demonstrates revelations by subversive 

interventionary gestures within the understood channel of communication; through a process 

which considers a four-stage transformational journey in the physical proximity of the 

artist/performer to their audience; through varying contextual conditions, and in relation to the 

presented theories of Lacan, Kristeva, Dolar, Eco, Gell, McLuhan, Haraway, and Doane; which 

does not degrade or pollute the clear trajectory of meaning as might conventionally be assumed. 

It instead invokes and represents expansive and extraordinary possibilities of the voice outside 

of our common understanding, fracturing the power holds of convention, which can manifest 

a new, energised speaking subject within the locus of performance art practice. 
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