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—— Chapter 2 > "Do You See What I Mean?"> Artifact and the 
Subjectt of Vision 
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—— Perspective, I repeat, is not a code, but it has this in 
commonn with language that in and by itself it institutes 
andd constitutes itself under the auspices of a point, a factor 
analogouss to the 'subject' or 'person' in language, always 
positedd in relation to a 'here' or 'there,' accruing all the 
possibilitiess for movement from one position to another that 
thiss entails — (Damish 1995: 53). 

Withh this remark, Damish accounts for the symbolic function of perspective 
inn terms of what linguistics has called deixis. In language, indicators of deixis 
aree the personal pronouns ('I' and 'you') as well as the demonstratives, 
adverbss and adjectives which organize the spatial and temporal relationships 
aroundd the subject. Here, subjectivity means the capacity of a speaker to 
positt him or herself as a speaker by taking up the position of ' I . ' In doing so, 
thiss ' I ' posits another person, the one to whom the ' I ' says 'you' and who in 
hiss or her turn says 'you' to this ' I . ' These roles are endlessly reversible, as 
aree the signifiers, which depend upon them: the person who functions as a 
speakerr for one moment functions as a listener for the next. 

Thiss ' I ' and 'you' are empty forms which each speaker, in the exercise 
off discourse, appropriates to himself or herself and which he or she relates 
too his or her 'person,' at the same time defining him or herself as an ' I ' and 
aa partner as 'you.' According to Emile Benveniste this deictic function of 
settingg up positions - and not communication in the sense of transmitting 
absentt meaning represented by signs - is the fundamental nature of 
language.. Prior to communication language functions to set up the l/you 
polarityy that enables (mis)communication to take place. The study of 
signification,, therefore, cannot be isolated from the subject who uses 
languagee and who is defined by it.1 

Inn theories of the theatre, deixis has proved to be most useful for the 
analysiss of dramatic speech, and the way in which this speech establishes 
character,, space and action. Deixis describes the way relationships are set up 
betweenn persons and other persons; persons and objects; here and there; 
earlierr and later. An analysis of the function of deictic markers in dramatic or 
performancee text illuminates how the world presented on stage 'spaces-out' 
inn what is called the system of internal theatrical communication (the 
communicationn between the characters in the fictive cosmos represented 
there).. Elam calls deixis the means by which language "gears itself to the 
speakerr and receiver (through the personal pronouns ' I ' and 'you') and to the 
timee and place of the action (through the adverbs 'here' and 'now,' etc.) as 
welll as to the supposed physical environment at large and the objects that fill 
itt (through the demonstratives'this', 'that', etc.)" (Elam 1980: 26-27). The 
fictivee cosmos that is the drama "consists first and foremost precisely in this, 
ann I addressing a you here and now" as a result of which the drama is made 
presentt here and now (Elam 1980: 139, italics in the text). 
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Whatt is left out in such an analysis of dramatic speech, however, is 
howw this making present of the dramatic world 'here and now' is achieved 
nott only by means of signs of deixis in the internal system of theatrical 
communication.. Dramatic worlds depend at least as much on the absence or 
suppressionn of signs of deixis in the external system of theatrical communica-
tion,, the communication between stage and auditorium. That is, what is left 
outt is how what Szondi has termed the 'absoluteness' of drama is the effect 
off strategies not unlike those deployed in the perspectival painting, where the 
suppressionn of deixis serves to obscure the status of the painting as a sign 
presentingg an address to a viewer. The suppression of signs of deixis in the 
externall system of theatrical communication supports the suggestion that we, 
ass audience, can see what is over there 'as it is.' It also suggests that vision 
inn the theatre is 'just looking,' i.e. an unproblematic and immediate access to 
whatt is there to be seen. As Bryson (1983) observes, a painting may appear 
too present a moment of disclosed presence precisely as the result of suppres-
sionn of deixis. Analogously, in the theatre the suppression of signs of deixis in 
thee external system of theatrical communication supports the suggestion of 
anotherr world on stage that can be seen as through Alberti's finestra aperta, 
aa window opened up by the proscenium arch. 

Inn this chapter, I will show how the analogy between deixis and 
perspectivee as observed by Damish sheds light on the address presented by 
thee multi-media event that constitutes the theatre in terms of positioning and 
movementt from one position to another. I will demonstrate how deixis 
presentss a first step in exposing the invisible logic at work in the finestra 
apertaaperta presented by the theatre. In this chapter, Artifact (1984) by Frankfurt 
basedd choreographer William Forsythe, will serve as my theoretical object.2 

Withh Artifact, Forsythe presents a 20th-century equivalent of the 19th-
centuryy 'story' ballet. At the same time, the performance can be read as a 
meta-linguisticc 'story' of how we make sense of what we see, and how this 
involvess a position for the seer as the subject of vision. Artifact is a 
ballet,, yet, it is constructed around words. These words also appear in 
thee program book, arranged as a diagram. This diagram presents a key to the 
constructionn of the performance, while at the same time it is used in the 
performancee as a tool to deconstruct language: the language of words, as well 
ass the multi-media language of the stage. 

Meaningg as Addres s — In Artifact, the language of the stage itself is what is 
att stake. Like most theatre performances, Artifact invites the audience to 
makee sense of what they see. Artifact self-consciously presents itself as an 
artifactartifact (as opposed to the Kantian self-contained, autonomous work of art) 
constructedd to present an address to the audience. This address is neatly 
summarizedd in the question "Do you see what I mean?" uttered by one of the 
characterss on stage and directed towards the audience. 

53 3 



Withh this witty question, Artifact highlights the relationship between 
stagee and auditorium, a relationship that often remains implicit or even 
explicitlyy denied, and, at the same time, literally calls this relationship into 
question.. Artifact does so in a way that presents a critical engagement with 
issuess concerning the theatrical production of meaning which reflect a 
distinctivee turn in theatre semiotics that took place at about the same time 
thatt Artifact was created. These issues amounted to a shift in emphasis 
fromm a structuralist analysis of the dramatic or performance text towards a 
pragmaticss of theatrical communication.3 

Thiss shift towards pragmatics extended the Saussurean model of 
signifier/signifiedd by drawing attention to the necessarily third element in sig-
nification:: the interpretant, which was given more attention by Peirce's 
model.. Reception is built directly into Peirce's famous definition of a sign or 
representamenn as "something which stands to somebody for something in 
somee respect or capacity," the interpretant being "the equivalent sign created 
inn the mind of that person" (Peirce quoted in Nöth 1995: 42). Since every 
signn creates an interpretant that in its turn is the representamen of a second 
sign,, semiosis results in a series of successive interpretants ad infinitum. 
Theree is no first and no last sign, but rather a continuous process of semiosis 
thatt can be interrupted but never be ended. This is a process, furthermore, in 
whichh what you see not does necessarily correspond with what / mean. 

Butt Artifact has more to offer than a clever illustration of the fact that 
aa sign can only stand for something in relation to somebody to whom it 
appearss as such. In Artifact, the relation between this ' I ' meaning and a 'you' 
seeingg is at stake. Artifact can be read as a demonstration of how the ' I ' and 
'you'' implied in this address - "Do you see what I mean?" - as well as the 
relationshipp between them, are constituted in and through this address. In 
doingg so, Artifact presents a critique of semiotic models based on a static 
modell of communication, in which a series of coded messages are sent or 
enactedd and subsequently received and decoded by a spectator who is 
understood,, in rather mechanistic or diagrammatical terms, as the receiver.4 

Thee turn away from structuralist semiotic models, and models of 
theatricall communication concerned with codes and the production and 
transmissionn of meaning, resulted in a wide variety of new approaches usually 
broughtt together under the general rubric of pragmatics.5 The shift towards 
pragmatics,, opened up a wide and diverse field. But, as Elam (1988) 
observes,, there is no doubt that the most widely and frequently invoked 
analyticall framework, the true "Prince of Pragma" as he calls it, is speech-
actt theory as developed by J.L.Austin and John Searle, as well as theorists 
thatt followed.6 

Austin'ss observation that, in many cases, saying things is doing things 
withh words rather than using these words to refer to some absent state of 
affairs,, confirms what theatre makers have known for some time. Moreover, 
doingg things with words is central to the functioning of dramatic text. It is 
littlee wonder then that speech-act theory proved to be productive for the 
analysiss of how things are done on stage. 
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Muchh more complicated again, it appears to be to bring speech-act 
theoryy to bear on the external system of theatrical communication, i.e. the 
transactionss between stage and audience. Elam refers to Ross Chambers' 
attemptt to understand theatrical performance as an overall communicative 
actt that encodes an offer or invitation to the audience.7 "The performance or 
performerss then send out a kind of polite visiting card to the spectators 
bearingg the message 'come and interpret me'" (Elam 1988: 46). According 
too Elam, this approach proves to be not very productive for two reasons. In 
thee first place because understanding the address created by the perform-
ancee in this way converts the overall act performed by the performance into 
aa tautological exercise in interpretation: 

Inn practice, the visiting card sent out by Chamber's performative performance is no more 

than,, nor less than, the founding convention of the theatrical transaction itself: the 

spectatorr knows as part of his elementary theatrical competence that he is called upon to 

interprett what he hears and sees. So that if each performance does no more than renew 

thiss statutory invitation, then the overall act it performs is at best tautological, not to say 

feeblee (Elam 1988: 47). 

Inn the second place, Elam observes a tendency in speech-act based analysis 
off the interaction between stage and audience to reduce the spectator to a 
decodingg machine. 

This,, it seems to me, is one of the central ironies in contemporary semiotic inquiry: 

thatt the more 'pragmatic' it becomes, the less it has to do with actual pragma. There is 

muchh talk in contemporary literary and theatrical semiotics of the 'work' of the reader or 

spectatorr as the most important element in the communicational process, but more 

oftenn than not, the labors assigned to the reader or spectator are such cerebral tasks as 

inferringg or hypostazing or presupposing or, of course, understanding and interpreting 

thee acts performed for his or her benefit (Elam 1988: 48). 

Elamm fears that understanding a performance as an address presented to a 
spectatorr to 'come and interpret me' will, again, reduce the spectator to a 
decodingg machine and thus deny the work involved in responding to the 
address.. He refers to Barthes' distinction between the studium as "the appli-
cationn to something the taste for something; a sort of alert but not particular-
lyy intense being interested," and the punctum as "an irresistibly pricking or 
injury,"" to conclude that much of what goes under the name of theatrical 
pragmaticss {or theatre semiotics in general) is limited to the zone of the 
studiumstudium and keeps safe distance from the tropics or dangers of the punctum 
(Elamm 1988: 48-49). 

II will come back to this distinction and its possibilities for the analysis 
off theatre in chapter 5, where Barthes' punctum will be part of my argument 
forr the usefulness of semiotic analysis for the theatre, provided that semiotics 
shiftt attention from what is 'to be seen over there' to a relational model that 
takess into account the relation between what is seen and the point of view 
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fromm where it is seen. I will show how what Barthes calls punctum can serve 
ass a meaningful pointer that helps to expose the relationship between what is 
seenn and the point of view from where it is seen. 

Inn this chapter, I will undertake a first step in this direction by having 
aa closer look at what Elam calls "the founding convention of the theatrical 
transaction,"" that is, the spectator being called upon to interpret what he or 
shee sees and hears. 

Speech-Act ss in the Field of Vision — The (implicit) address presented by the 
performancee to the audience and verbalized by Elam as 'come and interpret 
me,'' is made explicit in Artifact, yet reformulated in a crucial way. "Do you 
seee what I mean?" articulates this address in a more productive way. 

Byy making explicit the ' I ' and the 'you' involved in the address, Artifact 
drawss attention to the close relationship between signification and subjectivi-
ty,, a relationship that, as Kaja Silverman writes, "has long been apparent to 
readerss of Freud and Lacan, but has remained perhaps less obvious to those 
semioticianss who trace their lineage to Saussure" (Silverman 1983: 3). 
Peirce,, and later Barthes and Derrida have taught us that meaning is much 
moree open ended than de Saussure would have us believe and that it cannot 
bee isolated from the symbolic order. This alignment of signification with the 
symbolicc order was made possible by the inclusion of a third category - that 
off subjectivity. Here the work of Emile Benveniste is of crucial importance. 

Inn Problems in General Linguistics (1971), Benveniste shows language 
andd subjectivity to be completely interdependent. The individual finds his 
orr her cultural identity only within discourse by means of the pronouns ' I ' 
andd 'you,' empty forms which each speaker, in the exercise of discourse, 
appropriatess to his or her 'person,' at the same time defining her or himself 
ass an ' I ' opposed to a partner as a 'you.' 

Withh this analysis, Benveniste shows speech-acts to be productive not 
onlyy of the space around subjects; he shows them to be constitutive of 
subjectivityy itself. Furthermore, he demonstrates how this constitution of 
subjectivityy within the linguistic act involves not only the subject speaking, 
butt also the addressee. Hence, Benveniste shows speaker and addressee to 
bee mutually interdependent. Like de Saussure's linguistic sign, the subject 
reliess on another term within the same paradigm for its meaning and value, 
andd this paradigm can only be activated through discourse. This brings 
Benvenistee to a notion of subjectivity that is both entirely relational and 
radicallyy discontinuous. In the space between two discursive events, subjec-
tivity,, like the pronouns which sustain it, falls into abeyance. 

Benveniste'ss approach makes possible an even more discontinuous and 
non-unitaryy conception of subjectivity, a conception of subjectivity that takes 
intoo account how different discursive acts presented by a multi-media event 
likee the theatre present the addressee with different positions as the 
addresseee of both verbal and visual signs. It also elucidates how these 
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differentt positions interact to produce the effect of what seems to be 'just 
looking'' at what is 'there to be seen.' 

Inn Artifact, the address presented by the question "Do you see what I 
mean?"" draws attention to two different activities involved in this act of 
'comee and interpret me.' The question "Do you see what I mean?" presents 
ann address to the audience as both listener and seer. Elam recognizes these 
twoo different activities when he describes the act performed by the audience 
ass interpreting what he or she sees and hears. In his summary of the address 
presentedd by the performance as "Come and interpret me" however, these 
twoo are conflated into the single act of interpreting, and this obscures the 
wayy seeing and hearing imply different subject positions for an audience. 

Artifact,Artifact, taking these two apart again, draws attention to a complica-
tionn of the use of speech-act theory for the analysis of visual text that is 
easilyy overlooked. This complication resides in the different subject positions 
forr the addressee that hearing and seeing imply. This complication can also 
bee seen at work in Damish' account of perspective in terms of deixis. 

Damishh observes that perspective presents an address to a viewer 
comparablee with the way a speaker, ' I , ' presents an address to a listener, 
'you,'' in a linguistic speech-act. However, this statement character, this 
characterr of an address made to a viewer, is precisely what tends to get 
obscuredd by the ambiguous relationship between seers and seen as given in 
perspective.. Perspective works so effectively because it does not present the 
viewerr with a position as second person - the 'you' addressed - but as the 
firstt person who 'owns' that world as it is seen. Instead of positioning the 
viewerr as a 'you' opposed to an ' I ' speaking, perspective aims at a conflation 
off the positions of ' I ' and 'you,' as a result of which what the ' I ' shows on 
stagee can appear as just there to be seen by 'you.' The assumption is also 
thatt this 'you' does not position her or himself as a 'you,' but as an ' I . ' 
Seenn in this way, conflating verbal and visual speech-acts here allows for 
anotherr conflation as well; namely a conflation of the producer and the 
recipient.. This conflation is, as Bryson has shown, constitutive of the effect 
off presence in painting.8 

ArtifactArtifact shows the address of the performance and neatly summarizes 
inn the question "Do you see what I mean?," revealing it to be a complicated 
addresss involving more than one subject position. This address presents the 
audiencee with at least two different positions to take up. On the one hand 
thee woman as the subject of speech presents the audience with a position 
representedd by the ' I ' in her speech-utterance. This address can be under-
stoodd as an invitation to identify with her point of view. "Do you see what I 
mean?"" is an invitation to see it her way, to look at it from her point of view, 
andd to be drawn into the world on stage as described by Szondi. 

Butt "Do you see what I mean?" can also mean "Do you see what I (as 
aa visual sign) mean?" In this case, the address presented to the audience is 
nott an invitation directed to a 'you' to take up the position of the woman 
seenn on stage. Instead, it presents an address to the viewer as an ' I ' marking 
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thee position from where she is seen. Understood this way, the performance 
makess explicit the address presented by Brechtian epic theatre to "see for 
yourselves." " 

Finally,, Artifact denaturalizes the position of this T seeing by showing 
thiss position to be an effect of the address presented by the performance. 
Thee audience as listener is addressed as a 'you' as opposed to the ' I ' speak-
ing.. At the same time, however, this speech act presents an invitation to this 
spectatorr to take up the position of an ' I ' seeing, as opposed to the character 
speakingg on stage who appears as a 'you' being seen. In the address "Do you 
seee what I mean?," these positions are conflated and deliberately, I would 
argue.. In this way, Artifact draws attention to how the conflation can be 
understoodd as the effect of the structure of the address presented to the 
spectator,, and how this serves to repress the position of the viewer in the 
theatree by absorbing him or her in the world on stage. 

Thuss on the one hand, Artifact draws attention to the way both verbal 
andd visual address present the audience with positions in relation to what is 
theree to be seen on stage, while on the other it can be read as a critique of 
thee simple equation of positioning as it takes place in perspective with deixis 
inn linguistic utterances as proposed by Damish. 

Stepp Inside ! — As the audience enters the auditorium, a silent figure dressed 
inn a ballet tunic crosses a bare stage in the cold light of inspection lamps. 
Suddenly,, a woman in elaborate historical dress appears from the wings. 
Shee claps her hands and music starts to play. Slowly, she approaches the 
audience,, throwing kisses, making theatrical gestures of invitation and hon-
oringg the audience with elegant bows. Her dress brings to mind the baroque 
theatree organized in function of the vision of the king, and her salutation is 
certainlyy worthy of a king. With it, she performs the address implied by the 
architecturee of a baroque theatre. She reaches out to the viewer in a way 
analogouss to the address of perspectival drawing. Having reached the front of 
thee stage she halts, pauses, stretches up, looks at the audience and says: 
"Stepp inside!" 

Shee invites the audience to do that which many performances implicit-
lyy invite you to do, namely to leave your position in the auditorium and to 
projectt yourself into the world on stage. This makes her invitation an 
ambiguouss gesture. It threatens to undermine what it pretends to install. For 
successfullyy projecting oneself into the world on stage depends on the 
seemingg absence of the relationship that is highlighted by her performance. 
Withh her invitation which highlights the theatricality of the situation - its 
beingg theatre - she performs the critical gesture of Brechtian theatre where 
thee gap separating stage and auditorium is closed in order to create distance. 

Furthermore,, something seems to be at stake in the order of things. In 
thee case of Artifact, it is not the situation represented on stage that seduces 
thee audience to 'step inside.' Rather it is the invitation itself that marks the 
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beginningg of the action. This invitation marks the beginning of the theatrical 
event,, as if to demonstrate that it is only by assuming the point of view she 
proposess that the event takes place; as if to demonstrate that the positioning 
off the audience is part and parcel of the performance taking place. With her 
gesture,, the woman frames what is there to be seen on stage as theatre, 
whilee at the same time this gesture of framing consists literally of setting up 
aa relationship between the seer 'over here' and the seen 'over there,' inviting 
thiss seer over there to 'step inside,' to leave behind reality and enter the 
fictivee cosmos. 

Withh her invitation, the woman gives a demonstration of what in 
narratologyy is called focalization. The term focalization was introduced by 
Gerardd Genette to distinguish between two agents involved in the way events 
aree presented in stories: the agent who 'narrates' and the agent who 'sees.' 
Thee concept was further developed by Mieke Bal upon whose work my use of 
thee concept is based.9 

"Wheneverr events are presented" writes Bal "they are always presented 
fromm within a certain 'vision.' A point of view is chosen, a certain way of 
seeingg things, a certain angle, whether 'real' historical facts are concerned or 
fictitiouss events" (Bal 1997: 142). Focalization describes the relationship 
betweenn this vision and that which is 'seen.' The concept of focalization is 
thereforee comparable in many ways to that of perspective. But there are 
importantt differences as well. Perspective tends to focus attention one-sided-
lyy on what is seen and to direct attention away from the position from which 
thingss are seen and, in this way, it obscures the relation between seer and 
seen.. Focalization describes precisely this relationship between a subject and 
ann object of vision as given within the construction of the text. 

Focalizationn originates from narratological theory designed for the 
analysiss of verbal texts. Bal herself has demonstrated the usefulness of the 
conceptt for visual 'texts' as well. In her Narratology: Introduction to the 
TheoryTheory of Narrative (1997), she uses a visual example - a relief in Arjuna, 
southh India - to explain the principles of focalization. The relief shows the 
imagess of a cat, a man and several mice. Read in the right way, these images 
'tell'' a story. Bal demonstrates how this visual story 'takes place' as a result 
off the spectator's ability to identify with the various positions presented 
byy the mice, the cat and the man and to see as if from their points of view 
(Ball 1997: 144-145). 

'Identification'' here does not mean the kind of non-critical, passive 
receptionn whereby the spectator imagines her or himself to be the character 
represented.. Bal's concept of focalization involves a type of identification 
thatt does not aim at erasing difference between seer and seen, but is more 
likee what Bruce Wilshire (1982) describes with the metaphor of 'standing 
in.'100 The spectator is invited to 'step inside' and to take up a position as 
representedd within the work. In the Arjuna relief, for example, the seer is 
invitedd to take up the positions of the cat, the mice and the man and to see 
thee situation represented as if through their eyes, as a result of which the 
storyy unfolds. 
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Actss of Meaning — In Artifact, the woman in the historical dress is the 
focalizorr in person. She literally invites the audience to see what happens 
fromm her point of view, to step into her shoes and see it as she does. At first, 
shee seems to be self-confident, not to say self-satisfied. Her text, entirely 
madee up of constative statements and orders, gives her an air of authority. 
Herr voice, amplified by a microphone, is loud and clear and surrounds the 
audiencee from all sides. After a little while, she is joined by a man dressed in 
aa late 20th-century suit. 

Thee relationship between the man and the woman is constructed along 
thee lines of various binary oppositions: man/woman, history/present, 
extravert/introvert,, constative/interrogative, and distance/closeness. The man, 
beingg a true antagonist, sets out to undermine the woman as wisdom broker. 
Whilee the woman stays stationary, the man goes around, asking questions like 
"Which?"" and "When?" and "Where?" and "How?" The man speaks these 
questionss through a megaphone. The megaphone, like the microphone, 
amplifiess his voice, but instead of suggesting omnipresence, the source of 
thee sound is firmly located in relation to whom he addresses with it. 
Furthermore,, the megaphone amplification does not obscure the distance 
betweenn speaker and his audience but stresses it. With his vocal address 
comingg from different angles he undermines the totalizing effect of her voice. 

Thee man and the woman are involved in what seems to be an ongoing 
seriess of attempts to find out 'how it is' and to convey this to the audience. 
Inn their attempts to do so, they make use of 'the words of Artifact' to 
describee what they find themselves confronted with (fig. 2). In the program, 
thesee words are printed accompanied by dictionary definitions, as if to insure 
theirr meaning. In the performance, however, reference becomes something of 
aa desperate plea, a demand, an address, to the sign to convey Presence, 
Being,, Meaning - which it simply will not deliver. 

Thee diagram functions as a miniature version of a Saussurean model of 
languagee as a self-regulating, abstract system in which meaning is the effect 
off the interplay between similarity and difference. According to de Saussure, 
thee relationship between the linguistic sign and referent is arbitrary, yet 
regulatedd by convention. In Artifact, this arbitrariness is taken to extremes. 
Inn doing so, Artifact presents what appears to be a demonstration of 
Benveniste'ss critique of de Saussure's account of the arbitrariness of the 
linguisticc sign. 

Benvenistee points out that linguistic arbitrariness does not mean 
relativityy or anything goes, which it has often been construed to mean. The 
relationn between signifier and signified may be arbitrary if seen from the 
detachedd point of view of one limited to externally observing the bond 
establishedd between an objective reality and human behavior. Or as 
Benvenistee so evocatively puts it, "under the impassive regard of Sirius" 
(Benvenistee 1971: 44). Seen from Sirius, the linguistic sign is arbitrary 
becausee the same animal is called boeuf in one country and Ochs elsewhere. 
Butt as Benveniste observes, the real problem is far more profound. This real 
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THEE WORDS OF ARTIFACT / DE W O O R D E N VAN AR 

STEPP INSIDE / STEP OUTSIDE 

11 / YOU -

AA STORY 

ALWAYSS / NEVER REMEMBER / 

HOWW / WHICH / WHAT / WHEN / WHERE 

ROCKS S 

DIRT T 

SAND D 

SOOT T 

DUST T 

TOO SEE/ TO HEAR/ TO THINK/ TO SAY/ 
SAWW HEARD THOUGHT SAID 

SEENN HEARD THOUGHT SAID 

THEE SAME 

D O W NN THERE 

TIFACT T 

HEE / SHE / THEY 

FORGET T 
FORGOT T 

FORGOTTEN N 

TOO DO 

DID D 
DONE E 

fig.. 2 — Willia m Forsyth e 
Thee Words of Artifact 



problemm is that as soon as we leave this position "under the impassive regard 
off Sirius," the connection between signifier and signified is not arbitrary at 
all.. From the perspective of an individual user of language the relation 
betweenn signifier and signified is necessarily. Signifier and signified are two 
aspectss of a single notion which together make up what Benveniste calls, 
"thee ensemble as the embodierand the embodiment" (Benveniste 1971: 
45).. Through their necessary connection the world appears to us 'as it is.' 
Consequently,, through this necessary connection that what appears to one 
personn as an Ochs appears to another as a boeuf. Although our condition as 
discursivee beings implies that all meaning is relative rather than absolute or 
ontologicallyy given, it does not follow that the effects of discourse are experi-
encedd as being relative by those who participate in it. The discourse we are 
bornn into is not relative but formative for the world as it appears to us. This 
differencee is what is at stake in the conflict represented in Artifact. 

Inn Artifact, the two speaking characters use the words of Artifact 
printedd in the diagram to produce syntactically correct sentences. They use 
thesee sentences in ways that suggest that they are meant to make sense of 
whatt is happening on stage, and between stage and audience. However, the 
degreee to which the words relate to what is seen on stage is often difficult to 
grasp.. The characters explore the various possible combinations of words as 
givenn in the diagram, using them again and again in different order or repeat-
ingg the same syntactical structure using different words. While reference 
becomess increasingly problematic, discourse on stage becomes deictic to the 
extreme.. The performance thus seems to prove Benveniste's point that deixis, 
andd not reference, is the essence of language. 

Deicticc markers make up a large part of the 'words of Artifact' And 
deixiss is what is performed first and foremost through the language in the 
diagram,, as well as through the multi-media language of the stage. Although 
itt is often hard to say what exactly the words spoken on stage refer to, the 
usee of these linguistic signs does make sense as an address, an address that 
invitess a response even though it is not clear what the woman means. Indeed, 
whenn the woman asks the audience "Do you see what I mean?" her question 
iss usually met with laughter. 

Whilee the question may be hilarious, it is also strikingly to the point. 
Audiencee members know what the words mean, but they haven't got the 
slightestt idea what she means with them, nor what she, as a visual sign, is 
supposedd to refer to. Nevertheless, her question is meaningful in the sense 
thatt the audience is taken along in a series of subjective transactions. 
Meaningg and subjectivity come across through the play between 'me' and 
'you'' as positions produced a a function of linguistic signs, by means of an 
addresss through visual signs, through the directing of hands and eyes, 
throughh the choreography of bodies in space, and through the construction of 
perspectivee and point of view. The characters represent different perspectives 
onn what is at stake and since reference is highly problematic, it is not 
possiblee to point out who is right and who is wrong. All attention is drawn 
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towardss the mechanism of the dramatic conflict itself, revealing it to be a 
dramaa of vision and positioning. 

Interna ll  Focalizatio n — In Artifact, the man and the woman represent 
differentt 'positions' in relation to what is seen, and this is shown to result in 
differentt 'stories' about what is at stake.11 In doing so, both the man and the 
womann act as focalizor. They are so called internal focalizors-. characters who 
mediatee in the relationship between the audience and what is seen onstage 
andd invite us to see it as they see it. In doing so, they present an address 
too the audience that, like the l/you polarity described by Benveniste, can be 
understoodd in terms of the setting up of positions. Both the man and the 
womann present an address to the audience as a 'you' to see it as they see 
it.. Yet, they do so by inviting the viewer to take up the position not of a 'you' 
impliedd in their address, but of the ' I ' implied by the vision they represent. 

Inn Artifact, the man and the woman, in their attempts to make sense 
off what is going on on stage, represent conflicting points of view. The woman 
representss a point of view like that of the Cartesian cogito with a transcen-
dentall vantage point from where everything can be seen 'as it is.' The 
positionn of the man corresponds to a postmodern critique of these universal-
istt pretensions as they characterize her point of view. He sets out to question 
andd deconstruct her vision of the world, pointing out that it could be 
different.. Their conflict reaches a climax in the third act when the woman 
startss to knock over pieces of the cardboard set that show perspectival 
drawingss of theatrical space. In the fourth act, these pieces of cardboard are 
placedd side by side against the back wall of the theatre, presenting a view of 
differentt perspectives on the space of the theatre as seen from different 
pointss of view simultaneously and equally. 

Theirr drama thus can be read as a preposterous staging of Lehmann's 
accountt of the development from dramatic to post-dramatic theatre.12 

ArtifactArtifact presents an illustration of his argument formulated in the artistic 
discoursee of the theatre. It shows how a unitary framework on what is there to 
bee seen gets undermined and deconstructed and finally results in a multipli-
cationn of frames. Artifact also draws attention to the relation between the 
telostelos or goal implied in a particular story that frames how things are seen, 
andd the point of view from where these things seen are seen. 

ArtifactArtifact demonstrates how the architecture of the theatrical event plays 
intoo the desire to conflate ' I ' and 'you' typical of the dramatic theatre and to 
seee what 'you' mean or feel. This conflation can be seen at work in many of 
responsess to theatre performances that testify to the way a performance can 
makee the audience believe that we as audience know what the actors think 
andd see what they feel. Focalization exposes how the characters seen on 
stagee mediate in this forgetting of the distance between seer and seen by 
invitingg us to take up their position. 
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Externa ll  Focalizatio n — Apart form one or more internal focalizors there is 
alwayss also an external focalizor. The external focalizor is the anonymous 
agentt through whose eyes we as an audience see the performance 'as it is.' 
Ass long as this position remains invisible, the performance can appear as 
simplyy 'there to be seen,' and independent from any particular point of view. 
ArtifactArtifact demonstrates how this position mediates in the relation between seer 
andd seen. It also demonstrates how the event can be organized in such a way 
ass to undercut this mechanism by denaturalizing the position presented by 
thee external focalizor. To explain this, I will return once more to the invitation 
"Stepp inside!" presented to the audience at the beginning of the piece. 

Withh the invitation to "step inside," the woman shows the address 
madee by the performance to be an act of what Althusser calls interpellation. 
Interpellationn is a specific form of the more general second-personhood as 
theorizedd by Benveniste. It is the speech-act of the social environment. 
Althusserr sees this speech-act embodied in the state's representative, the 
policeman,, who calls out "Hey you!" causing the subject to turn around 
becausee of being addressed, which in turn constitutes him or her as subject. 
Thee policeman saying 'you' makes 'you' specifically into 'me,' that is, it 
makess me turn around, feeling addressed at the same time as I feel unset-
tled,, taken out of myself, already in prison (Bal 1999: 87).13 In Artifact, it is 
thee audience that is compelled out of its seat and into the world on stage, 
andd it is through this act of interpellation that the audience is constituted as 
thee subject of vision. 

Then,, during the second act, the safety curtain suddenly comes down 
withh a bang, throwing the audience - having 'stepped inside' - in one fell 
swoopp back into their seats in the auditorium. With this powerful gesture, 
ArtifactArtifact points attention to the ambiguity at work in the invitation presented 
byy the performance to 'step inside.' 'Stepping inside' describes an embodied 
action,, while this phrase is used in this context to invite the audience to take 
aa certain distance from their bodies located in the auditorium and to get 
closerr to what is seen on stage. This happens by means of an address to the 
seerr in which this seer, bodily attached to his or her viewpoint, is at the same 
timee released from this bodily 'locus of looking,' as a result of which the rela-
tionshipp between what is seen and who is seeing gets obscured. The coming 
downn of the safety curtain highlights precisely this relationship by disturbing 
thee unproblematic identification with the point of view of the disembodied 
eye.. As a result, instead of being released from his or her 'locus of looking,' 
thee seer is made aware anew of how he or she is bodily attached to it. 

Withh this powerful gesture, Artifact draws attention to the way the 
performancee produces a position for the audience as the subject of vision. 
Thiss position is not represented on stage, but implied by it. Artifact demon-
stratess how this position functions like the vantage point of a perspectival 
drawing.. By taking up this position, the framework itself that frames what is 
seenn remains invisible. Furthermore, Artifact shows that this perspective 
impliedd by the performance involves a position in relation to what is seen, as 
welll as notions of what it means to see and who is the subject of this vision. 
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11 — Emile Benveniste's most important essays have been translated into English and collected in one volume 

titledd Problems in General Linguistics (University of Miami Press 1971). An excellent discussion of Benveniste's 

importancee for the semiotics of the subject can be found in Kaja Silverman (1983) The Subject of Semiotics, 

chapterr 1. 

22 —Artifact. Ballet in 4 parts. Choreography: Willia m Forsythe. Music: Johann Sebastian Bach and Eva 

Crossman-Hecht.. Stage, lighting and costumes: Willia m Forsythe. Premiere: December 5,1984, Ballett 

Frankfurt,, Frankfurt. In 1987, the Frankfurter Ballet performed Artifact in the Muziektheater in Amsterdam 

ass part of the Holland Festival. In 1991, the Dutch National Ballet put act II of Artifact on the repertoire, 

followedd in 1993 by the choreography as a whole. 

33 — Understanding theatre as a sign system began with the work of the Czech semioticians of the Prague 

Schooll  in the 1930s and 1940s who proposed that 'all that is on stage is a sign.' Their investigations into the 

naturee of the theatrical sign concentrated on identifying the signifying role of stage-sign vehicles and 

analyzingg their dynamic and generative capabilities. This work has been developed and taken in different 

directionss by international theatre semioticians who include Marco de Marinis, Keir Elam, Tadeusz Kowzan, 

Patricee Pavis, Anne Ubersfeld and Erika Fischer-Lichte. Ultimately, the formal model of theatre semiotics has 

providedd the framework and the vocabulary for identifying, classifying and analyzing the 'parts' which make 

upp the theatrical whole. For an account of the early history of theatre semiotics, see Elam (1980: 5-31) and 

Elainee Ashton and George Savona (1991: 5-10). A fundamental premise of the semiotic approach is the 

understandingg of theatre as a communication model in which a series of coded messages are sent or enacted 

andd their meanings received or decoded. See Elam (1980: 32-97) for an extensive account of theatre as a 

communicationn model. 

Thee most comprehensive example of the semiotic approach is Erika Fisher Lichte's three volume 

SemiotikSemiotik des Theaters (1983), translated into English as The Semiotics of Theatre (1992). The same year (1983) Marco 

dee Marinis argued that the field had come to a crossroads. If theatre semiotics were to continue to emphasize 

thee structural analysis of the dramatic or performance text, it ran the risk of becoming only a 'propaedeutic 

supportt for critical and historical research,' while if it were to become established as a discipline it must 

movee beyond such analysis to develop a 'pragmatics of theatrical communication,' engaging in the historical 

andd sociological context of both stage realization and reception. See Carson {1993: 505 ff) for a discussion of 

thiss shift. See Elaine Ashton and George Savona (1991) for an overview of the possibilities of semiotic analysis, 

andd Elaine Aston ("Gender as Sign-System: the Feminist Spectator as Subject" in; Patrick Campbell (ed.) 

PerformancePerformance Analysts. A Critical Reader, Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1996, 56-69) for 

aa critique of the limitations of a semiotic approach from a feminist point of view. 

44 — Both Elam (1980) and Fisher-Lichte (1992) describe how, paradoxically, the effective historical starting 

pointt for research into theatrical communication was in fact a denial of its possibility. In 1969, the French 

linguistt Georges Mounin challenged the classification of the relationship between performer and spectator as 

aa communicative relationship on the grounds that genuine communication depends on the capacity of two 

(orr more) parties involved in the exchange to employ the same code so that ' the sender can become the 

receiverr and the receiver the sender.' This is not the case in the theatre, he argues, where the information 

givingg process is unidirectional and the roles of the participants are fixed. Mounin's denial of communicative 

statuss to the performance stems from his definition of communication according to the stimulus / response 

model.. He insists that sender and receiver be in a position equally to employ a single code and a set of 

physicall  channels, thus transmitt ing similar signals, while, as Elam argues, a more generous conception of 

thee communicative process - and one more generally accepted today - holds that it is sufficient that the 

receiverr be acquainted with the sender's code and so be able to decode the message (Elam 1980: 33-34, 
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referringg to Georges Mounin: Introduction a la semiologie. Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1969, Fischer-Lichte 

1992:: 136-137). Nevertheless, Mounin's denial is important insofar as it draws attention to the question what 

exactlyy is meant by the participation of the audience in the process of theatrical communication. 

55 — See Pavis (1998: 280-284) for an overview of various pragmatic approaches to the theatre. 

66 — Austin distinguishes between two different types of utterances: constative and performative. Constative 

utterancess describe a state of affairs, and can therefore be said to be true or false. Performative utterances do 

nott describe but perform the action they designate. Austin's much discussed example here is the wedding 

ceremonyy in which, in pronouncing the words "I do" this "I " does not describe anything, but indulges in it. 

J.L-Austinn How to Do Things with Words. The William James Lectures. Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard 

Universityy Press, 1962. John Searle. Speech Acts. An Essay in the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge: Cambridge 

Universityy Press 1969. For a highly efficient introduction into speech-act theory and its subsequent develop-

mentss see chapter 7 of Jonathan Culler's Literary Theory: A Very Sort Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 

Presss 1997. For a discussion of speech-act theory in the context of theatre theory, see Carlson (1996) chapter 

3:: "The Performance of Language," Elam (1988), Worthen (1998) and Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofski 

Sedgwickk (eds.) Performance and Per/ormativity, New York and London: Routledge, 1995. See Foster (1998) for a 

critiquee of the notions of performance and performativity as derived from speech-act theory. 

77 — Elam refers to Ross Chambers, "Le masque et le mirroir: Vers une theorie relationelle du theatre," 

Étudess littéraires 13, 3 (1980): 397-412. 

88 — In Double Exposures: The Subject of Cultural Analysis (chapter 5), Mieke Bal presents a critique of Damish in 

whichh she elaborates on precisely this point. This critique has been important for my reading of Damish. 

Thee complications of using models and theories originating from the analysis of language for an 

analysiss of visual material recur frequently in Bal's work. This is not to say that she would argue against such 

usee of theory. On the contrary, much of her work is devoted to an exploration of how the verbal and the 

visuall  interact in the meaning making behavior of makers and recipients of cultural artifacts and how 

conceptss 'travelling' from one field to the other can help to open up new insights. However, she also warns 

forr uncritical transpositions of concepts from one field to the other. In "Reading Art" (Bal 1996a) she 

discussess the presumed analogy between the verbal and the visual as a source of both inspiration and 

confusionn for the analysis of visual texts: 

Thee mode or reading images based on speech-act theory rests on the assumed analogy between see-

ingg and speaking. In its simple form, this analogy is untenable for two reasons: it conflates different 

modess of perception without examining the implications of that conflation - thinking and seeing; 

speakingg is hardly an act of perception - and it conflates different subject positions in relation to 

actss - visually representing, not seeing, would be the act parallel to speech. To be sure, the insight 

thatt vision is as much subject to the social construction of the visual fields and the modes of semio-

siss we are trained to adopt as speech is subject to the social construction of discourse, has been an 

importantt impulse for a critical approach to visual art. But assuming an unargued analogy between 

'II  see,' '1 think,' and i say' is not the same thing as criticizing and undermining an unwarranted 

oppositionn between two media; rather it obscures the issues involved in such a critique. The analogy 

alsoo allows another conflation, that between acts of production and acts of reception, to pass unno-

ticedd (Bal 1996a: 31). 
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99 — See Gerard Genette Figures III,  Paris: Seuil 1972. Bal has demonstrated the usefulness of the concept of 

focalizationn for the analysis of both verbal and visual texts, in (among others) Reading Rembrandt: Beyond the 

Wordd — Image Opposition (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1991) and The Mottled Screen: Reading Proust 

Visuallyy (Trans. Anna Louise Milne. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997) For an explanation of the theory 

off  focalization, see especially "Focalization" and "Visual Stories" in: Bal (1997) Narratology: Introduction to the 

TheoryTheory of Narrative, Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press 142-174, and Looking in: the Art of 

Viewingg (G+B Arts International, 2001). 

100 — Bruce Wilshire discusses the notion of 'standing in' in Role Playing and Identity. The Limits of Theatre as a 

MetaphorMetaphor (1982). Wilshire introduces the notion of 'standing in' for the first time on p. 22-23: 

Thee actor stands in for the character. But the character is a type of humanity with whom the audi-

encee member can identify, either directly as a stand-in for his own person, or indirectly as a stand-in 

forr others whom the audience member recognizes and with whom he can be empathetically 

involved.. If the character is one who stands in for us, then we can also stand in for him, and indeed 

wee do stand in for him through the actor's standing in for him. [...] actors stand in for characters 

whoo stand in for other characters. The audience member stands in through the actor's standing in 

forr characters who stand in an actor like way, and if the audience member intuits a similarity to 

offstagee existence, then this existence must be theatre like. 

Seee also chapter V: "Variations on the Theatrical Theme of Standing In and Authorization." 

111 — In this drama presented by Artifact, language acts as a means of'gett ing the story right;' since language 

appearss as a means to negotiate 'how it is.' The man and the woman are involved in a process of negotiating 

andd renegotiating what is actually the case in the situation in which they find themselves. They do so in a 

wayy comparable to the way young human beings 'enter into meaning' as described by Jerome Bruner (1990). 

Inn Bruner's account, meaning appears as a way of dealing with the world one is confronted with and 

thiss happens through interpretative procedures. In these procedures, language does not just appear as a way 

off  naming but also as a means to adjudicating different construals of reality. Here, narrative acts as a means 

too negotiate between conflicting points of view. Bruner thus argues for a view of cultural meaning making as 

aa system concerned not solely with sense and reference but with what he calls 'felicity conditions:*  "the 

conditionss by which differences in meaning can be resolved by invoking mitigating circumstances that 

accountt for divergent interpretations of 'reality'" (Bruner 1990: 67). He demonstrates how human beings, in 

interactingg with one another, form a sense of the canonical and ordinary as a background against which to 

interprett and give narrative meaning to breaches in and deviations from 'normal' states. This function 

becomess most acute at moments of confrontation with something that does not fit  into the usual and breaks 

withh one's expectations. At such moments, the subject is forced to act upon what happens and actively make 

sensee of it. At these moments, the seemingly unproblematic act of' just looking' loses its apparent natural-

nesss and the seer has to actively produce a story or reading of what is seen, a story that wil l make it cohere 

accordingg to his or her point of view. 

122 — I take this particular notion of 'preposterous' from Bal (1999) 

133 — Bal refers to Louis Althusser Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster. 

London:: New Left Books 1971. 
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