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In theearly1900s,FranzKafka wrotea storythatbegan,“Honoredmembersof theAcademy!You have
donemethehonorof inviting meto give your Academyanaccountof thelife I formerly led asanape.”
Entitled “A Reportto anAcademy,” it waspresentedasthe testimony of a manfrom theGold Coastof
Africa who hadlived for severalyearson displayin Germany asa primate. That accountwas�ctitious
andcreatedby aEuropeanwriter whostressedtheirony of having to demonstrateone'shumanity;yet it is
oneof many literaryallusionsto therealhistoryof ethnographicexhibition of humanbeingsthathastaken
placein theWestover thepast� vecenturies.While theexperiencesof many of thosewhowereexhibited
is the stuff of legend,it is the accountsby observersand impresariosthat constitutethe historicaland
literaryrecordof thispracticein theWest.My collaborator, GuillermoGómez-Pẽnia,andI wereintrigued
by this legacy of performingtheidentityof anOtherfor awhiteaudience,sensingits implicationsfor usas
performanceartistsdealingwith culturalidentity in thepresent.Hadthingschanged,wewondered?How
would we know, if not by unleashingthoseghostsfrom a history thatcouldbesaidto beours?Imagine
that I standbeforeyou then,asdid Kafka's character, to speakaboutanexperiencethat falls somewhere
betweentruthand�ction. Whatfollowsaremy re�ectionsonperformingtheroleof anoblesavagebehind
thebarsof a goldencage.

OuroriginalintentwastocreateasatiricalcommentaryonWesternconceptsof theexotic,primitiveOther;
yet, we hadto confronttwo unexpectedrealitiesin the courseof developingthis piece: 1) a substantial
portionof thepublic believedthatour �ctional identitieswererealones;and2) a substantialnumberof
intellectuals,artists,andculturalbureaucratssoughtto de�ect attentionfrom thesubstanceof our exper-
iment to the“moral implications”of our dissimulation,or in their words,our “Misinforming thepublic”
aboutwho we were. Theliteralismimplicit in the interpretationof our work by individualsrepresenting
the “public interest”bespoke their investmentin positivist notionsof “truth” anddepoliticized,ahistori-
cal notionsof “civilization.” This “reverseethnography'of our interactionswith thepublic will, I hope,
suggesttheculturally speci�c natureof their tendency towarda literal andmoralinterpretation.

Whenwe beganto work on this performanceaspartof a counter-quincentenaryproject,theBushadmin-
istrationhaddrawn clearparallelsbetweenthe“discovery” of theNew World andhis“New World Order.”
Wenotedtheresemblancebetweenof�cial quincentenarycelebrationsin 1992andthewaysthatthe1892
Columbiancommemorationshadservedasa justi�cation for theUnitedStates'thennew statusasanim-
perialpower. Yet, while we anticipatedthat theof�cial quincentenarycelebrationwasgoing to form an
imposingbackdrop,whatsoonbecameapparentwasthat for bothSpainandtheUnitedStates,thecele-
brationwasadisastrouseconomicventure,andevenanembarrassment.TheSeville Expowentbankrupt;
theU.S.QuincentenaryCommissionwasinvestigatedfor corruption;the replicacaravelsweremetwith
somany protestorsthatthetourwascanceled;thePopechangedhisplansanddidn't holdmassin theDo-
minicanRepublicuntil afterOctober12;AmericanIndianMovementactivist RussellMeanssucceededin
gettingItalianAmericansin Denver to canceltheir ColumbusDayparade;andthe�lm super-productions
celebratingColumbus—from1492: TheDiscovery to TheConquestof Paradise—werebox of�ce fail-
ures. Columbus, the �gure who beganasa symbolof Eurocentrismandthe Americanentrepreneurial
spirit, endedup beingdevaluedby excessive reproductionandbadacting.

As the of�cial celebrationsfaded,it becameincreasinglyapparentthat Columbus was a smokescreen,
a malleableicon to be trottedout by the mainstreamfor its attackson “Political correctness.” Finding

1This essay�rst appearedin TheDramaReview in 1994.
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historicaljusti�cation for Columbus's “discovery” becamejust anotherway of af�rming Europeans'and
Euro-Americans'“naturalright” to beglobalculturalconsumers.Themoreequitablemodelsof exchange
proposedby many multiculturalistslogically demandedamoreprofoundunderstandingof Americancul-
tural hybridity, and called for rede�nitions of national identity and nationalorigins. But the concept
of cultural diversity fundamentalto this understandingstrikesat the heartof the senseof control over
OthernessthatColumbussymbolized,andwasquickly castasun-American.Resurrectingthecollective
memoryof colonialviolencein Americathathasbeenstrategically erasedfrom thedominantculturewas
describedconsistentlythroughout1992by culturalconservativesasa recipefor chaos.More recently, as
is characterizedby the �lm Falling Down, it is seenasa direct threatto heterosexual, white maleself-
esteem.It is no wonderthatcontemporaryconservativesinvariably�nd thefocuson racismby artistsof
color “shocking”andinappropriate,if not threateningto nationalinterests,aswell asto art itself.

Out of this context aroseour decisionto take a symbolicvow of silencewith the cageperformance,a
radicaldeparturefrom Guillermo's previous monologuework andmy activities asa writer andpublic
speaker. Wesoughtastrategically effectivewayto examinethelimits of the“happy multiculturalism”that
reignedin cultural institutions,aswell asto respondto the formalistsandcultural relativistswho reject
thepropositionthat racial differenceis absolutelyfundamentalto aestheticinterpretation.We lookedto
Latin America,whereconsciousnessof therepressive limits on public expressionis far moreacutethan
it is here,andfoundmany examples,of how popularoppositionhasfor centuriesbeenexpressedthrough
theuseof satiricspectacle.Ourcagebecamethemetaphorfor ourcondition,linking theracismimplicit in
ethnographicparadigmsof discoverywith theexoticizingrhetoricof “world beat”multiculturalism.Then
camea perfectopportunity: In 1991,Guillermo and I were invited to performaspart of the Edge'92
Biennial,which wasto take placein Londonandalsoin Madrid aspartof thequincentennialcelebration
of Madrid as the capital of Europeanculture. We took advantageof Edge's interestin locating art in
public spacesto createa site-speci�cperformancefor ColumbusPlazain Madrid, in commemorationof
theso-calledDiscovery.

Our planwasto live in a goldencagefor threedays,presentingourselvesasundiscoveredAmerindians
from anislandin theGulf of Mexico thathadsomehow beenoverlookedby Europeansfor � vecenturies.
WecalledourhomelandGuatinau,andourselvesGuatinauis.Weperformedour “traditional tasks,” which
rangedfrom sewing voodoodolls and lifting weightsto watchingtelevision and working on a laptop
computer. A donationbox in front of thecageindicatedthat,for asmallfee,I woulddance(to rapmusic),
Guillermo would tell authenticAmerindianstories(in a nonsensicallanguage),andwe would posefor
Polaroidswith visitors. Two “zoo guards”would be on handto speakto visitors (sincewe could not
understandthem),take usto thebathroomon leashes,andfeedussandwichesandfruit. At theWhitney
Museumin New York we addedsex to ourspectacle,offeringapeekatauthenticGuatinauimalegenitals
for $5. A chronologywith highlights from the history of exhibiting non-Westernpeopleswason one
didactic paneland a simulatedEncyclopediaBritannicaentry with a fake map of the Gulf of Mexico
showing our islandwasonanother. After our threedaysin May 1992,wetookourperformanceto Covent
Gardenin London. In September, we presentedit in Minneapolis,andin October, at theSmithsonian's
NationalMuseumof NaturalHistory. In December, we wereon display in the AustralianMuseumof
NaturalHistoryin Sydney, andin January1993,attheFieldMuseumof Chicago.In earlyMarch,wewere
at theWhitney for theopeningof thebiennial,theonly sitewherewe wererecognizablycontextualized
asartwork. Prior to our trip to Madrid,we did a testrun underrelatively controlledconditionsin theArt
Galleryof theUniversityof California,Irvine.

Our projectconcentratedon the “zero degree” of interculturalrelationsin an attemptto de�ne a point
of origin for the debatesthat link “discovery” and“Otherness.” We worked within disciplinesthat blur
distinctionsbetweenthe art objectandthe body (performance),betweenfantasyandreality (live spec-
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tacle),andbetweenhistory anddramaticreenactment(the diorama). The performancewas interactive,
focusinglesson whatwe did thanon how peopleinteractedwith usandinterpretedour actions.Entitled
Two Undiscovered AmerindiansVisit. . . , we chosenot to announcethe event throughprior publicity or
any othermeans,whenit waspossibleto exertsuchcontrol;we intendedto createasurpriseor “uncanny”
encounter, onein which audienceshadto undergo their own processof re�ection asto what they were
seeing,aidedonly by writteninformationandparodicallydidacticzooguards.In suchencounterswith the
unexpected,people's defensemechanismsarelesslikely to operatewith their normalef�ciency; caught
off guard,their beliefsaremorelikely to riseto thesurface.

Our performancewasbasedon the oncepopularEuropeanandNorth Americanpracticeof exhibiting
indigenouspeoplefrom Africa, Asia,andtheAmericasin zoos,parks,taverns,museums,freakshows,and
circuses.While this traditionreachedtheheightof its popularityin thenineteenthcentury, it wasactually
begunby ChristopherColumbus,who returnedfrom his �rst voyagein 1493with severalArawaks,one
of whom wasleft on displayat the SpanishCourt for two years. Designedto provide opportunitiesfor
aestheticcontemplation,scienti�c analysis,andentertainmentfor EuropeansandNorth Americans,these
exhibits werea critical componentof a burgeoningmassculturewhosedevelopmentcoincidedwith the
growth of urbancentersandpopulations,Europeancolonialism,andAmericanexpansionism.

In writing aboutthesehumanexhibitionsin America'sinternationalfairsfrom thelatenineteenthandearly
twentiethcenturies,RobertW. Ryden(authorof All the World's a Fair; Visionsof Empire at American
International Exhibitions,1876–1916) explains how the “ethnological” displaysof nonwhites—which
wereorchestratedby impresariosbut endorsedby anthropologists—con�rmedpopularracialstereotypes
and built supportfor domesticand foreign policies. In somecases,they literally connectedmuseum
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practiceswith af�irs of state.Many of thepeopleexhibitedduringthenineteenthcenturywerepresented
as the chiefs of conqueredtribes and/orthe last survivors of “vanishing” races. Ishi, the Yahi Indian
who spent� ve yearsliving in theMuseumof theUniversityof Californiaat the turn of thecentury, is a
well-known example. Anotherlesser-known examplecomesfrom the U.S.-Mexico War of 1836,when
Anglo-Texansecessionistsusedto exhibit theirMexicanprisonersin publicplazasin cages,leaving them
thereto starveto death.Theexhibitsalsogavecredenceto whitesupremacistworldviewsby representing
nonwhitepeoplesandculturesasbeingin needof discipline,civilization, andindustry. Not only did these
exhibitsreinforcestereotypesof “the primitive” but they servedto enforceasenseof racialunity aswhites
amongEuropeansandNorthAmericans,whoweredividedstrictly by classandreligionuntil thiscentury.
Hence,for example,at theColumbianExhibition of 1893in Chicago,ethnographicdisplaysof peoples
from Africa andAsia were set up outside“The White City,” an enclosedareacelebratingscienceand
industry.

Inter cultural Performance

PerformanceArt in theWestdid not begin with Dadist“events.” Sincetheearlydaysof European“con-
quest,” “aboriginal samples”of peoplefrom Africa, Asia, andtheAmericaswerebroughtto Europefor
aestheticcontemplation,scienti�c analysis,andentertainment.Thosepeoplefrom otherpartsof theworld
wereforced�rst to take the placethat Europeanshadalreadycreatedfor the savagesof their own Me-
dieval mythology; later with the emergenceof scienti�c rationalism,the “aborigines”on displayserved
asproof of thenaturalsuperiorityof Europeancivilization, of its ability to exert controlover andextract
knowledgefrom the “primiti ve” world, andultimately, of the geneticinferiority of non-Europeanraces.
Over the last500years,AustralianAborigines,Tahitians,Aztecs,Iroquois,Cherokee,Ojibways,Iowas,
Mohawks,Botocudos,Guianese,Hottentots,Kaf�rs, Nubians,Somalians,Singhalese,Patagonians,Tierra
del Fuegans,Kahucks,Anapondans,Zulus,Bushmen,Japanese,EastIndians,andLaplandershave been
exhibitedin thetaverns,theaters,gardens,museums,zoos,circuses,andworld's fairsof Europe,andthe
freakshowsof theUnitedStates.Someexamplesare:

1493: An Arawak broughtbackfrom theCaribbeanby Columbusis left on displayin theSpanishCourt
for two yearsuntil hediesof sadness.

1501: “Eskimos”areexhibitedin Bristol, England.

1550s: NativeAmericansarebroughtto Franceto build aBrazilianvillage in Rouen.TheKing of France
ordershissoldiersto burnthevillageasaperformance.Helikesthespectaclesomuchthatheorders
it restagedthenext day.

1562: Michel deMontaigneis inspiredto write his essayTheCannibalsafterseeingNative Americans
broughtto Franceasagift to theking.

1613: In writing TheTempestShakespearemodelshischaracterCalibanonan“Indian” hehasseenin an
exhibition in London.

1617: Pocahontas,theIndianwife ofJohnRolfe,arrivesin Londonto advertiseVirginiatobacco.Shedies
of anEnglishdiseaseshortlythereafter.

1676: WampanoagChief Metacomis executedfor fomentingindigenousrebellionagainstthe Puritans,
andhisheadis publicly displayedfor 25 yearsin Massachusetts.
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1788: Arabanooof theCammeraigalpeopleof NorthSydney, Australia,is capturedby GovernorPhillip.
At �rst Arabanoowaschainedandguardedby a convict; laterhewasshown off to Sydney society.
Hedieda yearlaterfrom smallpox.

1792: BennelongandYarnmerawannieof the Cadigalpeopleof SouthSydney travel to Englandwith
GovernorPhillip wherethey aretreatedascuriosities.Yarnmerawanniediesof pneumonia.

1802: Pemulway, anAboriginal resistance�ghter from theBidgegal people,is shotby white settlersin
Australia.His headis cutoff, preserved,andsentto Englandto bedisplayedattheLondonMuseum.

1810–1815:“The HottentotVenus”(SaartjeBenjamin)is exhibitedthroughoutEurope.After herdeath,
hergenitalsaredissectedby Frenchscientistsandremainpreserved in Paris's Museumof Man to
thisday.

1822: “Laplander”family is displayedwith livereindeerin theEgyptianHall in London.

1823: ImpresarioWilliam Bullock stagesaMexican“Peasant”dioramain whichaMexicanIndianyouth
is presentedasethnographicspecimenandmuseumdocent.

1829: A “Hottentot” womanexhibitednudeis thehighlight of a ball givenby theDuchessdu Barry in
Paris.

1834: After GeneralRivera's cavalry completedthe genocideof all the Indiansin Uruguay, four sur-
viving Charŕudasaredonatedto the NaturalSciencesAcademyin Paris andaredisplayedto the
Frenchpublic asspecimensof a vanishedrace.Threedie within two months,andoneescapesand
disappears,never to beheardfrom again.

1844: GeorgeCatlindisplays“Red Indians”in England.

1847: Four “Bushmen”onexhibit at theEgyptianHall in Londonarewrittenaboutby CharlesDickens.

1853: ThirteenKaf�rs aredisplayedin theSt. GeorgeGalleryin HydePark,London.

1853: “Pygmies”dressedin Europeangarbaredisplayedplayingthepianoin a British drawing roomas
proofof their potentialfor “civilization.”

1853–1901:Maximo andBartola, two microcephalicSanSalvadorans,tour Europeandthe Americas,
andeventuallyjoin BarnumandBailey's Circus. They arebilled as“the lastAztecsurvivorsof a
mysteriousjunglecity calledIxinaya.”

1878: Theskeletonof Truganini,a TasmanianAborigine,is acquiredby theRoyal Societyof Tasmania.
Herremainsaredisplayedin Melbournein 1888and1904andthenreturnedto theHobart'smuseum
wherethey aredisplayedfrom 1904until themid-1960s.

1879: P.T. BarnumoffersQueenVictoria$100,000for permissionto exhibit capturedwarriorZulu Chief
Cetewayo,andis refused.

1882: W.C.Coup's circusannouncestheacquisitionof “a troupeof genuinemaleandfemaleZulus.”

1893: Theskeletonof NeddyLarkin, anAborigine from New SouthWales,is sold to theHarvardUni-
versityPeabodyMuseumtogetherwith a collectionof stuffedanimals,stones,tools,andartifacts.
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1898: At the Trans-MississippiInternationalExpositionin Omaha,Nebraska,a mock Indian battle is
staged,andPresidentWilliam McKinley watches.

1905: Thesolesurviving memberof theYahi tribe of California, Ishi, is capturedanddisplayedfor the
last� veyearsof his life at theMuseumof theUniversityof California.Presentedasasymbolof the
U.S.'sdefeatof Indiannations,Ishi is labeledthelastStoneAge Indianin America.

1906: OtaBenga,the �rst Pygmyto visit Americaafter theslave trade,is put on displayin theprimate
cageof theBronx Zoo. A groupof blackministersprotestthezoo's display, but local pressargue
thatOtaBengawasprobablyenjoying himself.

1911: The KickapooIndianMedicineCompany is sold for $250,000,after thirty daysof performances
in theUnitedStates.150shows includeoneor moreKickapooIndiansasproof that themedicines
beinghawkedwerederivedfrom genuineIndianmedicine.

1931: The Ringling Circus features�fteen Ubangis,including “the nine largest-lippedwomenin the
Congo.”

1992: A blackwomanmidgetis exhibitedat theMinnesotaStateFair, billed as“Tiny Teesha,theIsland
Princess.”

In mostcases,thehumanbeingsthatwereexhibiteddid notchooseto beondisplay. Morebenignversions
continueto take placethesedaysin festivals andamusementparkswith the partial consentof thoseon
exhibit. Thecontemporarytourist industriesandculturalministriesof severalcountriesaroundtheworld
still perpetratetheillusion of authenticityto caterto theWesternfascinationwith Otherness.Sodo many
artists.

Emergingatatimewhenmassaudiencesin EuropeandAmericawerebarelyliterateandhardlycognizant
of the restof the world, the displayswerean importantform of public “education.” Theseshows were
wheremostwhites“discovered” the non-Westernsectorof humanity. I like to call themthe origins of
interculturalperformancein the West. The displayswere living expressionsof colonial fantasiesand
helpedto forgeaspecialplacein theEuropeanandEuro-Americanimaginationfor nonwhitepeoplesand
their cultures. Their function, however, went beyond war trophies,beyond providing entertainmentfor
themassesandpseudoscienti�cdatafor earlyanthropologists.Theethnographicexhibitionsof peopleof
colorwereamongthemany sourcesdrawnonbyEuropeanandAmericanmodernistsseekingtobreakwith
realismby imitatingthe“primiti ve.” TheconnectionbetweenWestAfrican sculptureandCubismhasbeen
discussedwidely by scholars,but it is the'constructionof ethnicOthernessasessentiallyperformativeand
locatedin thebodythatI hereseekto stress.

Theinterestthatmodernistsandpostmodernistshavehadin non-Westerncultureswasprecededby ahost
of referencesto “exotics” madeby Europeanwriters andphilosophersover the past� ve centuries.The
ethnographicshows andthe peoplebroughtto Europeto be part of themhave beenalludedto by such
writersasWilliam Shakespeare,Michel Montaigne,andWilliam Wordsworth. In theeighteenthcentury,
theseshows, togetherwith theaterandpopularballads,served aspopularillustrationsof the conceptof
theNobleSavagesocentralto Enlightenmentphilosophy. Not all thereferenceswerepositive; in fact,the
nineteenth-centuryhumanistCharlesDickensfound that the NobleSavageasan ideahardly suf�ced to
makeanencounterwith Bushmenin theEgyptianHall in 1847a pleasurableor worthwhileexperience:

Think of theBushmen.Think of the two menandthe two womenwho have beenexhibited
aboutEnglandfor someyears.Are themajority of persons—whorememberthehorrid little
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leaderof thatparty in his festeringbundleof hides,with his �lth andhis antipathyto water,
andhis straddledlegs,andhis odiouseyesshadedby his brutalhand,andhis cry of “Qu-u-
u-u-aaa”(Bosjemanfor somethingdesperatelyinsulting I have no doubt)—consciousof an
affectionateyearningtowardsthe noblesavage,or is it idiosyncraticin me to abhor, detest,
abominate,andabjurehim?I haveneverseenthatgroupsleeping,smoking,andexpectorating
roundtheir brazier, but I have sincerelydesiredthatsomethingmight happento thecharcoal
therein,which wouldcausetheimmediatesuffocationof thewholeof noblestrangers.

Dickens's aversiondoesnot preventhim from noting,however, thattheBushmenpossessoneredeeming
quality: their ability to breakspontaneouslyinto dramaticreenactmentof their “wild” habits. By the
early twentiethcentury, the �ipside of suchrevulsion—in the form of fetishisticfascinationwith exotic
artifactsandthe“primiti ve” creativity thatgeneratedthem—hadbecomecommonamongthemembersof
theEuropeanavant-garde.TheDadaists,oftenthoughtof astheoriginatorsof performanceart, included
several imitativegesturesin their events,rangingfrom dressingup anddancingas“Africans,” to making
“Primitive-looking” masksandsketches.TristanTzara's dictum that “Thought is madein the mouth,”
a performative analogto Cubism,refersdirectly to theDadaistbelief thatWesternart traditioncouldbe
subvertedthroughtheappropriationof theperceivedorality andperformativenatureof the“non-Western.”
In a grandgestureof appropriation,TzaraanthologizedAfrican andSouthernPaci�c poetryculledfrom
ethnographiesinto hisbook,Po�emesN�egres, andchantedthemat theinfamousCabaretVoltairein Zurich
in 1917. Shortly afterward, Tzarawrote a hypotheticaldescriptionof the “Primitive” artist at work in
NotesonNegro Art, imputingnear-shamanisticpowersto theOther'screativeprocess:

My otherbrotheris naive andgood,and laughs. He eatsin Africa or alongthe SouthSea
Islands. He concentrateshis vision on the head,carvesit out of wood that is hardas iron,
patiently, without botheringabout the conventionalrelationshipbetweenthe headand the
restof thebody. Whathethinksis: manwalksvertically, everythingin natureis symmetrical.
Whileworking,new relationshipsorganizethemselvesaccordingtodegreeof necessity;thisis
how theexpressionof purity cameinto being.Fromblackness,let usextractlight. Transform
my country into a prayerof joy or anguish. Cottonwool eye, �o w into my blood. Art in
the infancy of time, wasprayer. Wood and tone were truth . . . Mouthscontainthe power
of darkness,invisible substance,goodness,fear, wisdom,creation,�re. No onehasseenso
clearlyasI thisdarkgrindingwhiteness.

Tzarais quick to point out herethat only he,asa Dadaist,cancomprehendthe signi�canceof the “in-
nocent”gestureof his “naive andgood” brother. In ThePredicamentof Culture, JamesClif ford explains
how modernistsandethnographersof theearlytwentiethcenturyprojectedcodedperceptionsof theblack
body—asimbuedwith vitalism,rhythm,magic,anderoticpower, anotherformationof the“good” versus
theirrationalor badsavage.Clif ford questionstheconventionalmodeof comparisonin termsof af�nity ,
noting that this termsuggestsa “natural” ratherthanpolitical or ideologicalrelationship.In the caseof
Tzara,his perceptionof the“primiti ve” artistaspartof his metaphoricalfamily convenientlyrecastshis
own colonial relationto his imaginary“primiti ve” asoneof kinship. In this context, the threateningre-
minderof differenceis that the original body, or the physicalandvisual presenceof the cultural Other,
mustbefetishized,silenced,subjugated,or otherwisecontrolledto be“appreciated.” Thesigni�canceof
thatviolent erasureis diminished—itis the“true” avant-gardeartistwho becomesa betterversionof the
“primiti ve,” ahybridor aculturaltransvestite.Massculturecagedit, soto speak—whileartistsswallowed
it.
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Thispracticeof appropriatingandfetishizingtheprimitiveandsimultaneouslyerasingtheoriginalsource
continuesinto contemporary“avant-garde”performanceart. In his 1977essay“New Models,New Vi-
sions: SomeNotesTowarda Poeticsof Performance,” JeromeRothenberg envisionedthis phenomenon
in anentirelycelebratorymanner, notingcorrelationsbetweenHappeningsandrituals,meditative works
andmantricmodels,EarthworksandNativeAmericansculptures,dreamworksandnotionsof tranceand
ecstasy, bodyworksandself-mutilation,andperformancebasedonseveralothervariationsof theshaman-
istic premiseattributedto pon-Westerncultures.Rothenberg claimsthatunlike imperialism's modelsof
dominationandsubordination,avant-gardeperformancesucceededin shifting relationsto a “symposium
of thewhole,” an imagestrikingly similar to thatof theworld-beatmulticulturalismof the1980s.Refer-
ring to GarySnyder's storyof Alfred Kroeberandhis (unnamed)Mojave informantin 1902,Rothenberg
notesSnyder's conclusionthat “The old mansitting in the sandhousetelling his story is who we must
become—notA.L. Kroeber, as�ne ashewas.Rothenberg goeson to claim thatartistsareto critics what
aboriginesareto anthropologists,andthereforesuffer from thesamemisrepresentation.“The antagonism
of literatureto criticism,” hewrites,“is, for thepoetandartist,nodifferentform thatto anthropology, say,
on thepartof theNativeAmericanmilitant. It is aquestionin shortof theright to self-de�nition.”

Rede�ningthese“af�nities” with theprimitive,thetraditional,andtheexotic hasbecomeanincreasingly
delicateissueasmoreartistsof colorenterthesphereof the“avant-garde.” Whatmaybe“liberating” and
“transgressive” identi�cation for EuropeansandEuro-Americansis alreadyasymbolof entrapmentwithin
an imposedstereotypefor Others.The“af�nity' championedby theearlymodernsandpostmoderncul-
tural transvestitesalike is mediatedby animaginedstereotype,alongthelinesof Tzara's “brother.” Actual
encounterscouldthreatenthepositionandsupremacy of theappropriatorunlessboundariesandconcomi-
tantpowerrelationsremainin place.As aresult,thesameintellectualmilieusthatnow boastNeoprimitive
bodypiercers,“nomad” thinkers,Anglo comadres,andNew Age earthworshipperscontinueto evincea
literal-mindedattitudetowardartistsof color, demonstratinghow racialdifferenceis adeterminantin one's
relationto notionsof the“Primitive.” In the1987trial of minimalistsculptorCarlAndre—accusedof mur-
deringhis wife, the Cubanartist Ana Mendieta—thedefensecontinuallysuggestedthat her earthworks
wereindicativeof suicidalimpulsespromptedby her“satanical”beliefs;thereferencesto Santeriain her
work couldnot beinterpretedasself-conscious.WhenCubanartistJośe Bediawasvisitedby theFrench
curatorsof the LesMagiciensde la Terreexhibition in the late 1980s,hewasasked to show his private
altarto “Prove” thathewasa trueSanteŕia believer. A critically acclaimedyoungAfrican Americanpoet
wassurprisedto learnlast year that he hadbeenpromotedby a NuyoricanPoet's Cafeimpresarioasa
former L.A. gangmember, which he never was. And while performingBorder Brujo in the late 1980s,
Gómez-Pẽnia encounterednumerouspresentersandaudiencememberswho weredisappointedthat he
wasnota “real shaman”andthathis “tongues”werenotNahuatlbut a �ctitious language.

Ourcageperformancesforcedthesecontradictionsoutinto theopen.Thecagebecameablankscreenonto
whichaudiencesprojectedtheir fantasiesof whoandwhatweare.As weassumedthestereotypicalroleof
thedomesticatedsavage,many audiencemembersfelt entitledto assumetheroleof thecolonizer, only to
�nd themselvesuncomfortablewith the implicationsof thegame.Unpleasantbut importantassociations
have emergedbetweenthe displaysof old andthe multicultural festivals andethnographicdioramasof
thepresent.Thecentralpositionof thewhite spectator, theobjectiveof theseeventsasa con�rmation of
their positionasglobalconsumersof exotic cultures,andthestresson authenticityasanaestheticvalue,
anremainfundamentalto thespectacleof Othernessmany continueto enjoy.

The original ethnographicexhibitions often presentedpeoplein a simulationof their “natural” habitat,
renderedeitherasanindoordiorama,or asanoutdoorrecreation.Eyewitnessaccountsfrequentlynotethat
thehumanbeingson displaywereforcedto dressin theEuropeannotionof their traditional“primiti ve”
garb,andto performrepetitive,seeminglyritual tasks.At times,nonwhitesweredisplayedtogetherwith
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�ora andfaunafrom their regions,andartifacts,which wereoften fakes. They werealsodisplayedas
partof acontinuumof “outsiders”thatincluded“freaks,” or peopleexhibiting physicaldeformities.In the
nineteenthandearly twentiethcenturies,many of themwerepresentedsoasto con�rm socialDarwinist
ideasof theexistenceof a racialhierarchy. Someof themoreinfamouscasesinvolvedindividualswhose
physicaltraitsweresingledoutasevidenceof thebestialityof nonwhitepeople.For example,shortlyafter
theannexationof Mexico andthepublicationof JohnStephens's accountof travel in theYucatan,which
generatedpopularinterestin pre-Columbiancultures,two microcephalics(or “Pinheads”)from Central
America,Maximo andBartola,touredtheUnitedStatesin P.T. Barnum's circus;they werepresentedas
Aztecs.This setoff a trendthatwould befollowedby many othercasesinto thetwentiethcentury. From
1810–1815,Europeanaudiencescrowdedto seetheHottentotVenus,aSouthAfrican womanwhoselarge
buttocksweredeemedevidenceof herexcessivesexuality. In theUnitedStates,severalof the“Africans”
exhibitedwereactuallyblackAmericans,who madea living in thenineteenthcenturyby dressingup as
their ancestors,just asmany Native Americansdid dressingup asSiouxwhoselikenesses,thanksto the
longandbloodyPlainsWarsof thelatenineteenthcentury, dominatetheAmericanpopularimagination.

For Gómez-Pẽnia and myself, the humanexhibitions dramatizethe colonial unconsciousof American
society. In order to justify genocide,enslavement,and the seizureof lands,a “naturalized” splitting
of humanityalong racial lines had to be established.When rampantmiscegenationproved that those
differenceswerenotbiologicallybased,socialandlegalsystemsweresetup to enforcethosehierarchies.
Meanwhile,ethnographicspectaclescirculatedandreinforcedstereotypes,stressingthat“dif ference”was
apparentin thebodiesondisplay. Thusthey naturalizedfetishizedrepresentationsof Otherness,mitigating
anxietiesgeneratedby theencounterwith difference.

In hisessay, “The OtherQuestion”Homi Bhabhaexplainshow racialclassi�cationthroughstereotypingis
anecessarycomponentof colonialistdiscourse,asit justi�es dominationandmasksthecolonizer'sfearof
theinability to alwaysalreadyknow theOther. Ourexperiencesin thecagesuggestedthateventhoughthe
ideathatAmericais acolonialsystemis metwith resistance—sinceit contradictsthedominantideology's
presentationof our systemasa democracy—the audiencereactionsindicatedthat colonialistroleshave
beeninternalizedquiteeffectively.

The stereotypesaboutnonwhitepeoplethat werecontinuouslyreinforcedby the ethnographicdisplays
arestill alive in high cultureandthe massmedia. Imbeddedin the unconscious,theseimagesform the
basisof the fears,desires,andfantasiesabouttheculturalOther. In “The Negro andPsychopathology,”
FrantzFanondiscussesa critical stagein the developmentof childrensocializedin Westernculture,re-
gardlessof their race,in which raciststereotypesof thesavageandtheprimitiveareassimilatedthrough
theconsumptionof popularculture: comics,movies,cartoons,andso forth. Thesestereotypicalimages
areoftenpartof mythsof colonialdominion(for example,cowboy defeatsIndian,conquistadortriumphs
overAztecEmpire,colonialsoldierconquersAfrican chief,andsoon). Thisdynamicalsocontainsasex-
ual dimension,usuallyexpressedasanxietyaboutwhite male(omni)potence.In Prospero andCaliban:
ThePsychology of Colonization, Octave Mannonicoinedthe term “Prosperocomplex” to describethe
white colonialpatriarch's continuousfear thathis daughtermight berapedby a nonwhitemale. Several
colonial stereotypesalsonurturetheseanxieties,usuallyrepresentinga white womanwhose“purity” is
endangeredby blackmenwith oversizedgenitals,or suaveLatin lovers,or wild-eyedIndianwarriors;and
thecommonpracticeof publicly lynchingblackmenin theAmericanSouthis anexampleof a ritualized
white maleresponseto suchfears. Accompanying thesestereotypesarecounterpartsthathumiliateand
debasewomenof color, mitigatinganxietiesaboutsexual rivalry betweenwhite andnon-whitewomen.
In thepast,therewasthesubservientmaidandtheoverweightandsexlessMammy;nowadays,thehap-
lessvictim of a brutishor irrationaldarkmalewhosetradition is devoid of “feminist freedoms”is more
common.
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Thesestereotypeshavebeenanalyzedendlesslyin recentdecades,but ourexperiencesin thecagesuggest
that the psychicinvestmentin themdoesnot simply wither away throughrationalization.The constant
concernaboutour “realness”revealeda needfor reassurancethata “true primitive” did exist, whetherwe
�t the bill or not, andthat sheor he visually identi�able. AnthropologistRogerBartraseesthis desire
asbeingpartof a characteristicallyEuropeandependenceon an“uncivilized other” in orderto de�ne the
Westernself In his bookEl Salvajeenel Espejol/TheSavage in theMirror, hetracestheevolution of the
“savage”from mythologicalinhabitantsof foreststo “wild” andusuallyhairymenandwomenwhoevenin
themodernageappearedin freakshowsandhorror�lms.” Thesearchetypeseventuallywereincorporated
into Christianiconographyandwerethenprojectedontopeoplesof theNew World, who wereperceived
aseitherheathensavagescapableof reformor incorrigibledevils whohadto beeradicated.

While thestructureof theso-calledprimitivemayhavebeenassimilatedby theEuropeanavant-garde,the
functionof the ethnographicdisplaysaspopularentertainmentwaslargely supersededby industrialized
massculture. Not unsurprisingly, the popularityof thesehumanexhibitions beganto declinewith the
emergenceof anothercommercializedform of voyeurism—thecinema—andthe assumptionby ethno-
graphic�lm of their didacticrole. Foundingfathersof the ethnographic�lm-making practice,suchas
RobertFlahertyandJohnGrierson,continuedto compelpeopleto stagetheir supposedly”traditional”
rituals,but thetaskswerenow to beperformedfor thecamera.Oneof themostfamousof thewhite im-
presariosof thehumanexhibits in theUnitedStates,William F. “BuffaloBill” Cody, actuallystarredin an
early�lm depictinghisWild Westshow of NativeAmericanhorsemenandwarriors,andin doingsogave
birth to the“cowboy andIndian” movie genre,this country's mostpopularrenditionof its own colonial
fantasy. The representationof the “reality'of the Other's life, on which ethnographicdocumentarywas
basedandstill is grounded,is this �ctional narrativeofWesternculture“discovering” thenegationof itself
in somethingautbenticallyandradicallydistinct. Carriedover from documentary, theseparadigmsalso
becamethebasisof Hollywood�lmmaking in the1950sand1960sthatdealtwith otherpartsof theworld
in whichtheUnitedStateshadstrategic military andeconomicinterests,especiallyLatin Americaandthe
SouthPaci�c.

Thepracticeof exhibiting humansmayhavewanedin thetwentiethcentury, but it hasnot entirelydisap-
peared.Thedissectedgenitalsof theHottentotVenusarestill preservedat theMuseumof Man in Paris.
Thousandsof NativeAmericanremains,includingdecapitatedheads,scalps,andotherbodypartstakenas
war bootyor bounties,remainin storageat theSmithsonian.Shortlybeforearriving in Spain,we learned
of a currentscandalin a smallvillage outsideBarcelona,wherea visiting delegationhadregistereda for-
malcomplaintaboutadesiccated,stuffedPygmymanthatwasondisplayin a localmuseum.TheAfrican
gentlemanin thedelegationwho hadinitiatedthecomplaintwasthreateningto organizeanAfrican boy-
cott of the1992Olympics,but theCataloniantownspeopledefendedwhat they saw asthe right to keep
“their own blackman.” WealsolearnedthatJuliaPastrana,abeardedMexicanwomanwhowasexhibited
throughoutEuropeuntil herdeathin 1862,is still availablein embalmedform for scienti�c researchand
loansto interestedmuseums.Thispastsummer, thecaseof OtaBenga,aPygmywhowasexhibitedin the
primatecageof theBronx Zoo in 1906gainedhigh visibility asplansfor a Hollywoodmovie basedon
a recentlyreleasedbookweremadepublic. And at theMinnesotaStateFair lastsummer, we saw “Tiny
Teesha,the IslandPrincess,” who wasin actualitya black womanmidgetfrom Haiti makingher living
goingfrom onestatefair to another.

While the humanexhibition exists in morebenignforms today—thatis, thepeoplein themarenot dis-
playedagainsttheir will—the desireto look uponpredictableforms of Othernessfrom a safedistance
persists.I suspectaftermy experiencein thecagethat this desireis powerful enoughto allow audiences
to dismissthepossibilityof self-consciousirony in theOther's self-presentation;eventhosewho saw our
performanceasart ratherthanartifactappearedto takegreatpleasurein engagingin the�ction, by paying
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money to seeusenactcompletelynonsensicalor humiliatingtasks.A middle-agedmanwho attendedthe
Whitney Biennialopeningwith hiselegantlydressedwife insistingonfeedingmeabanana.Thezooguard
told him hewouldhaveto pay$10to doso,whichhequickly paid,insistingthathebephotographedin the
act.After theinitial surpriseof encounteringcagedbeings,audiencesinvariablyrevealedtheir familiarity
with thescenarioto whichwealluded.

Wedidnotanticipatethatourself-consciouscommentaryonthispracticecouldbebelievable.Weunderes-
timatedpublic faith in museumsasbastionsof truth,andinstitutionalinvestmentin thatrole. Furthermore,
wedid notanticipatethatliteralismwoulddominatetheinterpretationof ourwork. Consistentlyfrom city
to city, morethanhalf of ourvisitorsbelievedour�ction andthoughtwewere“real”; at theWhitney, how-
ever, weexperiencedtheartworld equivalentof suchmisperceptions:somevisitorsassumedthatwewere
not theartists,but ratheractorswhohadbeenhiredby anotherartist.As wemovedourperformancefrom
public site to naturalhistorymuseum,pressuremountedfrom institutionalrepresentativesobliging usto
didacticallycorrectaudiencemisinterpretation.Wefoundthisparticularlyironic, sincemuseumstaffs are
perhapsthemostawareof therampantdistortionof reality thatcanoccurin thelabelingof artifactsfrom
othercultures.In otherwords,we werenot theonly oneswho werelying; our lies simply told a different
story. For makingthis manifest,we wereperceivedaseithernoblesavagesor evil tricksters,dissimula-
torswho discreditmuseumsandbetraypublic trust. Whena few uneasystaff membersin Australiaand
Chicagorealizedthatlargegroupsof Japanesetouristsappearedto believethe�ction, they becamedeeply
disturbed,fearingthatthetouristswouldgohomewith anegative impressionof themuseum.In Chicago,
just next to a review of the cageperformance,the daily Sun-Timesran a phone-inquestionnaireasking
readersif they thoughttheFieldMuseumsbouldhaveexhibitedus,to whichforty sevenpercentanswered
no, and�fty-three percentyes. We seriouslywonderif suchweighty moral responsibilitiesare leveled
againstwhiteartistswhopresent�ctions in nonartcontexts.

Lestwe attribute thenow infamousconfusionwe generatedamongthegeneralpublic to somedefectof
classor education,let it alsobeknown thatmisinterpretation�ltered into theechelonsof theculturalelite.
Cambio16aleft-leaningnewsmagazinein Spain,rananewsbriefonusastwo “Indiansbehindbars”who
hadconducteda political protest.Thoughironic in tone,thestoryonly referredto usby our �rst names,
almostas if to make us seemlike the latestexotic arrival to a local zoo. The trusteesof the Whitney
Museumquestionedcuratorsat a meetingprior to the Biennial askingfor con�rmation of rumorsthat
therewould be “naked peoplescreamingobscenitiesin a cage”at the opening.Whenwe arrivedat the
Universityof California/Irvinelastyear, we learnedthattheEnvironmentalHealthandSafetyOf�ce had
understoodthatGómez-PẽniaandI wereanthropologistsbringing“real aborigines”whoseexcrement—if
depositedinside the gallery—couldbe hazardousto the university, This wasparticularly signi�cant in
light of the school's location in OrangeCounty, whereMexican immigrantsareoften characterizedby
right-wing “nativists” asenvironmentalhazards.Upon requestfrom the art department,the of�ce sent
severalpagesof instructionson theproperdisposalof humanwasteandtheover thirty diseasesthatwere
transmittedthroughexcrement. Interestingly, thoseinstitutional representativeswho respondedto our
performancewith moral indignationalsosaw usasdangerous,but in themoreideologicalsenseof being
offensive to the public, badfor children,anddishonestsubvertersof the educationalresponsibilitiesof
their museums.
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I shouldperhapsnoteherethenumberof peoplewhoencounteredthisperformance.Wedonothaveexact
�gures for ColumbusPlazaandCoventGarden,which arebothheavily traf�ck edpublic areas;however,
we do know that 1,000saw us in Irvine; 15,000in Minneapolis;approximately5,000in both Sydney
and Chicago;and 120,000in Washington,D.C. Audiencereactionsof thosewho believed the �ction
occasionallyincludedmoraloutragethatwasoftenexpressedpaternalistically(i.e., “Don t you realize,”
saidoneEnglishgentlemanto thezooguardsin CoventGarden,“that thesepoorpeoplehavenoideawhat
is happeningto them?”). TheField Museumin Chicagoreceivedforty-eightphonecalls,mostof which
werefrom peoplewhofaultedthemuseumfor having printedmisinformationaboutusin their information
sheet.In Washington,D.C., anangryvisitor phonedtheHumaneSocietyto complainandwastold that
humanbeingswereout of their jurisdiction. However, themajority of thosewho wereupsetremainedso
for only about� veminutes.Otherssaidthey felt thatourbeingcagedwasjusti�ed becausewewere,after
all, different. A groupof sailorswho wereinterviewed by a Field Museumstaff membersaid that our
beingin a cagewasa goodideasincewe might otherwisehave becomefrightened,andattackedvisitors.
OneolderAfrican Americanmanin Washingtonassertedquiteangrily thatit wouldhavebeenall right to
putusin acageonly if we hadhadsomephysicaldefectthatclassi�edusasfreaks.

For all theconcernexpressedaboutshockingchildren,we foundthatyoungpeople's reactionshave been
themosthumane.Youngchildreninvariablygot theclosestto thecage;they would seekdirectcontact,
offer to shake our hands,andtry to catchour eyesandsmile. Little girls gave me barrettesfor my hair
andofferedme their own food. Boys andgirls often asked their parentsexcellentquestionsaboutus,
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promptingethicaldiscussionsaboutracismandtreatmentof indigenouspeoples.Not all parentswere
preparedto provide answers,andsomelookedverynervous.A womanin Londonsatherchild down and
explainedthatwewerejust likethepeoplein thedisplaysat theCommonwealthInstitute.A schoolgroup
visiting Madridtold theteacherthatwewerejust liketheArawakIndian�gures in thewaxmuseumacross
thestreet.Thentherehavebeenthosechildrenwhoaresimply fascinatedby thespectacle;weheardmany
a child in Sydney, whereour cagesat in front of an exhibit featuringgiant mechanizedinsects,yelling
“Mommy, Mommy, I don't wantto seethebugs.I wantto staywith theMexicans!”

Thetenorof reactionsto seeing“undiscoveredAmerindians”in a cagechangedfrom localeto locale;we
noted,for example,that in Spain,a countrywith no strongtradition of Protestantmorality or empirical
philosophy, oppositionto ourwork camefrom conservativeswhowereconcernedwith its political impli-
cations,andnotwith theethicsof dissimulation.Somepatterns,however, repeatedthemselves.Audience
reactionswerelargelydivisiblealonglinesof race,class,andnationality. Artistsandculturalbureaucrats,
the self-proclaimedelite, exhibited skeptical reactionsthat were often the most anxiety-ridden. They
sometimesexpresseda desireto rupturethe �ction publicly by namingus, or arrived armedwith skep-
ticism as they searchedfor the “believers,” or parodiedbelievers in order to join the performance.At
the Whitney Biennial the performersof DanceNoiseandCharlesAtlas, amongothers,screamedloudly
at Gómez-Pẽnia to “free his genitalia”whenheunveileda crotchwith his penishiddenbetweenhis legs
insteadof hanging.Severalyoungartistsalsocomplainedto our sponsorsthatwe werenot experimental
enoughto beconsideredgoodperformanceart. Othersat theWhitney andin Australia,wheremany knew
thatwewerepartof theSydney Biennaledismissedourpieceas“not critical.” Onewomanin Australiasat
down with heryoungdaughterin front of thecageandbeganto apologizevery loudly for “having taken
our landaway.” Trying to determinewhoreallybelievedthe�ction andwhodidn't becamelesssigni�cant
for us in the courseof this performancethan�guring out what the audience's senseof the rulesof the
gameandtheir role in it was.

Peopleof colorwhobelieved,atleastinitially, thattheperformancewasreal,attimesexpresseddiscomfort
becauseof their identi�cation with our situation. In WashingtonandLondon,they madefrequentrefer-
encesto slavery, andto themistreatmentof Nativepeoplesandblacksaspartof theirhistory. Cross-racial
identi�cation with usamongwhiteswaslesscommon,but in Londona recentlyreleasedex-convict who
appearedto beverydrunkgrabbedthebarsandproclaimedto uswith tearsin hiseyesthatheunderstood
our plight becausehewasa “British Indian.” He thentook off his sweaterandinsistedthatGómez-Pẽnia
put it on, which he did. In general,white spectatorstendedto expresstheir chagrinto our zoo guards,
usuallyoperatingundertheassumptionthatwe, theAmerindians,werebeingused.They oftenaskedthe
zooguardsif we hadconsentedto beingcon�ned, andthencontinuedwith a politely deliveredstreamof
questionsaboutoureating,work, andsexualhabits.

Listeningto thesereactionswasoftendif�cult for thezooguardsandmuseumstaff peoplewho assisted
us. Oneof our zoo guardsin Spainactuallybroke down andcried at the endof our performance,after
receiving a letterfrom a youngmancondemningSpainfor having colonizedindigenousAmericans.One
guardin Washingtonandanotherin Chicagobecameso troubledby their own cognitive dissonancethat
they left the performanceearly. The directorof Native Americanprogramsfor the Smithsoniantold us
shewas forced to re�ect on the ratherdisturbingrevelationthat while shemadeefforts to provide the
mostaccuraterepresentationof Native culturesshecould,our “f ake” sparked exactly the samereaction
from audiences.Staff meetingsto discussaudiencereactionswereheldat theSmithsonian,theAustralian
Museum,andthe Field Museum. In all the naturalhistory museumsites,our projectbecamea pretext
for internaldiscussionsabouttheextentof self-criticismthosemuseumscouldopenlybeengagedin. In
Australia,our projectwassubmittedto anaboriginalcuratorialcommitteefor approval. They accepted,
with thestipulationthattherebenothingaboriginalin thecage,andthatexhibition casesof aboriginesbe

13



addedto ourchronology.

Otheraudiencememberswho realizedthatwe wereartistschastisedus for the “immoral” actof duping
our audiences.This reactionwasratherpopularamongtheBritish, andemergedalsoamongintellectuals
andcultural bureaucratsin the United States.I shouldherenotethat therearehistoricalprecedentsfor
themoralisticresponsesto theethnographicdisplayin Britain andtheUnitedStates,but in thosecases,
theappealwasto the inhumanityof thepractice,not to theethicsof fooling audiences,which thephony
anthropologistswho actedasdocentsin AmericanDime Museumsoftendid. A famouscourt casetook
placein the early nineteenthcenturyto determinewhetherit wasright to, exhibit the HottentotVenus,
andblackministersin theU.S.in theearlytwentiethcenturyprotestedOtaBenga'sbeingexhibitedin the
BronxZoo. Neitherprotesttriumphedover themassappealof thespectacleto whites.

The literalismgoverningAmericanthoughtcomplementsthe liberal belief thatwe caneliminateracism
throughdidactic correctives; it also encouragesresistanceto the idea that consciousmethodsmay not
necessarilytransformunconsciousstructuresof belief. I believethatthissituationexplainswhymoralizing
interpretersshifted the focusof our work from audiencereactionsto our ethics. The reviewer sentby
the WashingtonPost, for example,wasso furious aboutour “dishonesty”that shecould barelycontain
her angerandhadto be taken away by attendants.A MacArthurFoundationrepresentative cameto the
performancewith his wife andthey took it uponthemselvesto “correct” interpretationsin front of the
cage. In a meetingafter the performance,the Foundationrepresentative referredto a “Poor Mexican
family' who wasdeeplygratefulto his wife for explainingtheperformanceto them.After receiving two
written complaintsandtheWashingtonPost review, thedirectorof public programsfor theSmithsonian
NaturalHistory Museumgave a talk in Australiaseverely criticizing us for misleadingthe public. We
have heardthat he hassincechangedhis position. What we have not yet fully understoodis why so
many of thesepeoplefailed to seeour performanceasinteractive, andwhy they seemto have forgotten
the tradition of site-speci�c performancewith which our work dovetails,a historicaldevelopmentthat
precededperformanceart's theatricalizationin the1980s.

Onthewhole,audienceresponsestendedto belesspedanticandmoreoutwardlyemotional.Somepeople
who weredisturbedby the imageof the cagefearedgetting too close,preferringinsteadto stayat the
peripheryof theaudience.BarbaraKrugercameto seeusat theUniversityof California,Irvine andwent
charging out of the gallery assoonasshereadthe chronologyof the humandisplay. ClaesOldenberg,
on theotherhand,satat a distancein Minneapolis,watchingour audienceswith a wry smileon his face.
Thecuratorof theAmerindiancollectionat theBritish Museumcameto look at us. As sheposedfor a
photo,sheconcededto oneof ourEdgeBiennialrepresentativesthatshefelt veryguilty. Hermuseumhad
alreadydeclinedto give uspermissionto bedisplayed.Othersfoundlessdirectwaysof expressingsuch
anxiety. A feministartistfrom New York questionedusafterapublic lecturewegaveon theperformance
in Los Angeleslast year, suggestingthat our piecehad “f ailed” if the public misreadit. One young
white woman�lmmaker in Chicagowho attendedtheperformancesshowedup afterwardat aclassat the
Universityof Illinois andyelledatGómez-Pẽnia for being“ungrateful” for all thebene�tshehadreceived
thanksto multiculturalism.Sheclaimedto have goneto theperformancewith anAfrican Americanman
who was“equally disturbed”by it. Gómez-Pẽnia respondedthatmulticulturalismwasnot a “gift” from
whites,but the resultof decadesof struggleby peopleof color. Several feministartistsandintellectuals
atperformancesin theUnitedStatesapproachedmein thecageto complainthatmy rolewastoopassive,
andberatedmefor notspeakingbut only dancing,asif my activitiesshouldsupporttheirpolitical agenda.
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Whitesoutsidethe U.S. weremoreludic in their reactionsthanAmericanwhites,andthey appearedto
be lessself-consciousaboutexpressingtheir enjoymentof our spectacle.For example,businessmenin
LondonandMadridapproachedthecageto makestereotypicaljungleanimalsounds;however, notall the
reactionswerelighthearted.A groupof skinheadsattackedGómez-Pẽniain Londonandwerepuffedaway
by audiencemembers;scoresof adolescentsin Madrid stayedat thecagefor hourseachday, tauntingus
by offering beercans�lled with urineandothersuchdelicacies.Someof thosewho understoodthat the
cagepiecewasperformanceart madea point—in private—ofexpressingtheir horrorat others'reactions
to us,perhapsasa way of disassociatingthemselvesfrom their racial group. OneSpanishbusinessman
waitedfor me after the performancewasover to congratulatemeon theperformance,introducedme to
his son,andtheninsistedthat I agreethat the Spaniardshadbeenlessbrutal with the Indiansthanhad
theEnglish.Theoverwhelmingmajority of whiteswho believedthepiece,however, did not complainor
expresssurpriseat our condition in a mannerthat wasapparentto us or the zoo guards.No American
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ever askedaboutthelegitimacy of themap(thoughtwo Mexicansdid), or thetaxonomicinformationon
the signs,or Gómez-Pẽnia's made-uplanguage.An older manat the Whitney told a zoo guardthat he
rememberedour island from NationalGeographic.My dance,however, wasseverely criticized for its
inauthenticity, In fact,duringthepressreview at theWhitney, severalwriterssimply walkedaway just as
I began.

Thereactionsof Latin Americansdifferedaccordingto class.Many upper-classLatin Americantouristsin
SpainandWashington,D.C.,voiceddisgustthattheirpartof theworld shouldberepresentedin suchade-
basedmanner. Many otherLatin AmericansandNativeAmericansimmediatelyrecognizedthesymbolic
signi�canceof thepiece,expressingsolidaritywith us,analyzingarticlesin thecagefor otheraudience
members,andshowing their approval to usby holdingour handsasthey posedfor photographs.Regard-
lessof whetherthey believedor not,Latinosin theUnitedStatesandEuropeandNativeAmericansnever
criticized the hybridity of the cageenvironmentandour costumesfor being“unauthentic.” OnePueblo
elderfrom Arizonawho saw usin theSmithsonianwentsofar asto saythatour displaywasmore“real”
thanany otherstatementaboutthe conditionof Native peoplesin the museum.“I seethe facesof my
grandchildrenin thatcage,” hetold a museumrepresentative. Two Mexicanswho cameto seeusin Eng-
land left a letter sayingthat they felt that they wereliving in a cageevery day they spentin Europe. A
Salvadoranmanin Washingtonstayedwith us for an extendedperiod,pointing to the rubberheartsus-
pendedfrom thetopof thecage,saying,“That heartis my heart.” Ontheotherhand,whiteAmericansand
Europeanshave spenthoursspeculatingin front of usabouthow we couldpossiblyrun a computer, own
sunglassesandsneakers,andsmokecigarettes.

In Spainthereweremany complaintsthat our skin wasnot dark enoughfor us to be “real” primitives.
Thezooguardsrespondedby explaining thatwe live in a rain forestwithout muchexposureto thesun.
At the Whitney, a handfulof older womenalsocomplainedthat we weretoo light-skinned,onesaying
thatthepiecewouldonly beeffective if we were“really dark.” Thesedoubts,however, did notstopmany
from taking advantageof our apparentinability to understandEuropeanlanguages;many menin Spain
madehighly chargedsexualcommentsaboutmy body, coaxingothersto addmoremoney to thedonation
box to seemy breastsmove asI danced.I wasalsoasked out on datesa few timesin London. Many
otherpeoplechosea morediscreetway of expressingtheir sexual curiosity, by askingthezooguardsif
we matedin public in thecage.Gómez-Pẽnia foundtheexperienceof beingcontinuallyobjecti�ed more
dif�cult to toleratethanI did. By theendof our�rst threedaysin Madrid,webeganto realizenotonly that
people's assumptionsaboutuswerebasedupongenderstereotypes,but thatmy experiencesasa woman
hadpreparedmeto shieldmyselfpsychologicallyfrom theviolenceof publicobjecti�cation.

I mayhave beenmoreprepared,but duringtheperformances,we bothwerefacedwith sexual challenges
thattransgressedourphysicalandemotionalboundaries.In thecagewewerebothobjecti�ed, in asense,
feminized, inviting both male and femalespectatorsto take on a voyeuristic relationshipto us. This
might explain why womenaswell asmenacteduponwhatappearsto betheeroticattractionof a caged
primitive male. In Sydney, our sponsoringinstitution, the AustralianMuseumof NaturalHistory, was
approachedby a femalereporterfrom a soft-pornmagazinewho wantedto do a photospreadin which
shewouldappeartopless,feedingusbananasandwatermelon.Shewasrefusedby themuseumpublicist.
Interestingly, womenwereconsistentlymorephysicalin their reactions,while menweremoreverbally
abusive. In Irvine, a white womanaskedfor plasticglovesto beableto touchthemalespecimen,began
to stroke his legs,andsoonmovedtowardhis crotch.He steppedback,andthewomanstopped—but she
returnedthatevening,eagerto discussour feelingsabouthergesture.In Chicago,anotherwomancame
up to thecage,grabbedhis headandkissedhim. Gómez-Pẽnia's ex-wife hadlawsuit papersdeliveredto
him while we werein thecageat Irvine, andsubsequentlyappearedin a maskandbizarrecostumewith
a videocameraandproceededto tapeusfor over anhour. While mentauntedme,talkeddirty, askedme
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out,andevenblew kisses,notoneattemptedphysicalcontactin any of ourperformances.

As I presentedthis “reverseethnography'aroundthecountry, peopleinvariablyaskedmehow I felt inside
the cage. I experienceda rangeof feelingsfrom panicto boredom.I felt exhilarated,andeven playful
at times. I' ve alsofallenasleepfrom thehot sunandbeenirritable becauseof hungeror cold. I' ve been
ill, andoncehadto be removedfrom thecageto avoid vomiting in front of thecrowd. Thepresenceof
supportive friendswasreassuring,but themoreaggressive reactionsbecamelessandlesssurprising.The
night beforewe beganin Madrid, I lay awake in bed,overcomewith fearthatsomedementedPhalangist
might pull a gunon usandshootbeforewe couldescape.Whennothingof thatsorthappened,I calmed
down andnever worriedaboutour safetyagain.I have to admitthat I likedwatchingpeopleon theother
sideof thebars.Themorewe performed,themoreI concentratedon theaudience,while trying to feign
thecompletebewildermentof anoutsider. AlthoughI lovedthe intentionalnontheatricalityof this work,
I becameincreasinglyaware of how engagingin certainactivities can triager audiencereactions,and
actedon thatrealizationto testour spectators.Over thecourseof theyear, I grew fond of theextremists
whoverbalizedtheir feelingsandinteractedwith usphysically, regardlessof whetherthey werehostileor
friendly. It seemedto methatthey hada certainbraveness,evencourage,thatI don't know I would have
in their place. Whenwe cameuponTiny Teeshain Minnesota,I wasdumbstruckat �rst. Not evenmy
own performancehadpreparedmefor thesadnessI saw in hereyes,or my own ensuingsenseof shame.

Onememoryin particularcameto the forefront of my mind aswe traveledwith this performance.It
involvedanencounterI hadoveradecadeago,whenI was�nishing collegein RhodeIsland,whereI had
studied�lm theory. I hadmetaninternationallyknown Frenchethnographic�lmmaker in his sixtiesat a
seminarhe wasgiving, andtold him I plannedto spendtime in Franceafter graduation.A yearlater, I
receiveda phonecall from him while I wasin Paris.Hehadfoundmewith thehelpof astudentfrom my
almamater. Hetold mehewasgoingto begin productionona featureandmightbeableto offer mea job.
After having spentpartof thesummerasa translator-salesgirlat a departmentstore,I wasexcitedby the
prospectof �lmrelated work. We arrangedto meetto discusshisproject.

Eventhoughwewereconversingin a languageI hadnotmastered,it didn't take long for meto sensethat
the�lmmaker's interestsmight bemorethanprofessional.I wasnot exactly preparedto dealwith sexual
advancesfrom amanwhocouldhavebeenmy grandfather. I thoughtI hadprotectedmyselfby arranging
to meetin a public place,but hesoonexplainedthatwe hadto leave thecafeto meetwith theproducers
for a readingof thescript. After �fteen minutesin his car, I beganto suspectthat therewasno meeting
planned.We eventuallyarrivedat what looked like anabandonedhousein a rural area,without another
soul in sight. He proudly announcedthat this wasthe househe hadgrown up in andthat he wantedto
show it to me. I wasby this time in a mild stateof shock,furiously trying to �gure out whereI wasand
how to getawaysafely.

The�lmmaker proceededto go into a shednext to thehouseandremoveall his clothesexcepthis under-
wear. He emergedwith a manuallawn mower andwent to work on his garden.At onepoint he ran up
to me andexclaimedthathe wishedhe could �lm menaked there;I did not respond.At anotherpoint,
hehandedmea basketandtold meto gathernutsandberries.While my angermounted,my fearsslowly
subsidedas I realizedthat he wasdeeplyimmersedin his own fantasyworld, so self-involved that he
hardlyneededmy participation.I waitedfor him to �nish his playacting,andthentold him to take meto
theclosesttrainstation,whichhedid, but notwithoutgrabbingmeandrippingmy shirtasI gotoutof his
car.

I got backto my apartmentsafely. I wasnot physicallyharmed,but I wasprofoundlydisturbedby whatI
hadwitnessed.Theethnographic�lmmaker whosefamerestedon his depictionsof “traditional” African
societieshadprojectedhis racistfantasiesontomefor hisown pleasure.WhatI thoughtI was,how I saw

17



myself—thatwasirrelevant. Never hadI seenso clearly what my physicalpresencecould sparkin the
imaginationof anagingcolonialistpervert.

The memoryof that ethnographic�lmmaker's gazehauntedme for years,to the point that I beganto
wonderif I hadbecomeparanoid.But I, having watchedbehavior only slightly morediscreetthanhis
from behindthebarsof our cage,canreassuremyself that I amnot. ThosearethemomentswhenI am
gladthattherearerealbars.Thosearealsothetimeswhen,eventhoughI know I cangetout of thecage,
I canneverquiteescape.

Amerindians

AMERINDIANS: 1) A mythicalPeopleof theFar East,connectedin legendaryhistorywith Senecaand
AmerigoVespucci.

AlthoughthetermAmerindiansuggeststhat they weretheoriginal inhabitantsof this continent,theold-
estauthorities(e.g.,ChristopherColumbusin his diaries,andmorerecently, Paul Rivette)regardedthem
asAsian immigrants,not Americans.Otherexplanationssuggestedarearborindians,“tree people,” and
amerindians,“brown people.” Themostthatcanbesaidis thatamerindiansmaybethenameof anindige-
nousAmericanstockthattheancientsknew nomoreaboutthanourselves.

AMERINDIANS: 2) Oneof the many Englishtermsfor the peopleof Guatinau.In their language,the
Guatinauipeople'swordfor themselvessigni�es “outrageouslybeautiful”or “�ercely independent.” They
area jovial andplayful race,with a genuineaffection for the debrisof Westernindustrializedpopular
cultur. In formertimes,however, they committedfrequentraidson Spanishships,disguisedasBritish pi-
rates,whencecomestheir familiarity with Europeanculture.ContemporaryGuatinauishaveonly recently
begunto travel outsidetheir island.

Themaleandfemalespecimenshereondisplayarerepresentativesof thedominanttribefrom their island,
having descendedfrom theMintomanistock.Themaleweighsseventy-two kilos, measures1.77meters,
and is approximatelythirty-seven yearsof age. He likesspicy food, burritos, andDiet Coke, and his
favoritecigarettebrandis Marlboro.His frequentpacingin thecageleadsexpertsto believethathewasa
political leaderonhis island.

The femaleweightssixty-threekilos, measures1.74meters,andappearsto be in herearly thirties. She
is fond of sandwiches,padthai, andherbtea. Sheis a versatiledancer, andalsoenjoys showing off her
domestictalentsby sewing voodoodolls, servingcocktails,andmassagingher malepartner. Her facial
andbodydecorationsindicatethatshehasmarriedinto theuppercasteof hertribe.

Bothof theGuatinauisarequiteaffectionatein thecage,seeminglyuninhibitedin theirphysicalandsexual
habitsdespitethepresenceof anaudience.Their animistspirituality compelsthemto engagein periodic
gesturalprayers,which they dowith greatenthusiasm.They like to massageandscratcheachother, enjoy
occasionallong embraces,andinitiate sexual intercourseon theaverageof twice a day. Anthropologists
at theSmithsonianobserved(with thehelpof surveillancecameras)thattheGuatinauisenjoy genderrole
playing togetherafterdark, transformingmany of their functionalobjectsin thecageinto makeshift sex
toysby night. Visitorswhogetcloseto themwill notethatthey oftenseekto fondlestrangerswhile posing
for photographs.They areextremelydemonstrativewith children.
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Afterw ord

Over a yearhaspassedsinceI wrote this chronicleandin that time, two major eventshave taken place
thathave radicallyalteredmy understandingof theperceptionsandmisperceptionsof Two Undiscovered
Amerindians.. . . Onepertainsto theLatin Americanreceptionof thework. Theotherinvolveslegal and
ethicalissuesrelatingto thevideodocumentaryof theperformances,TheCouplein theCage.

Throughoutour tourof EuropeandAmerica,GuillermoandI werequestionedby colleaguesasto why we
did notseekoutopportunitiesto presentTwoUndiscoveredAmerindians. . . in LatinAmerica,to “our own
community,” so to speak.At �rst, we respondedby sayingthatwe believedthat thepiecewasdesigned
primarily for �rst world countries,for placesin which thepracticeof theethnographicdisplayhadtaken
placeaspart of a colonial project. Several monthsafter we ceasedto carry out the piece,however, we
receivedaninvitation from theFundacíon BancoPatriciosto take thecageperformanceto BuenosAires.
Thoughwehadalreadydecidedthattheperformancehadrun its course,wecouldnot passup thechance
to testits possibilitiesin SouthAmerica.Beforeheadingsouth,we worriedthatperformingthepiecefor
thePortẽnosmight betoomuchlikepreachingto theconverted.

Our fearswerecompletelyunfounded.Our performance,which took placein theground�oor vitrine of
theculturalcenterat thebusydowntown intersectionof CorrientesandCallaoavenues,turnedout to be
moreconvincing to the Argentinesthanto any otheraudiencewe hadhad. We received several letters
from visitors who felt that our savagesoulsneededsaving, and that colonizationwould have insured
our conversionto theChristianfaith. Thedocentstold many audiencemembersthat they couldattenda
paneldiscussionafter theperformance,andseveralolderpeoplearrived,askingif a translatorwould be
providedsothey could�nally conversewith us. Severalyoungmenspenthoursmakinglurid gesturesat
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me,slipping me their phonenumbersandpoking fun at Guillermo. A manapproachedthe cageon our
�rst nightondisplay, andhurledacidatGuillermo,burninghisstomachandleg. TheFoundationsecurity
guardwho wassubsequentlyassignedto watchout for us confessedhis sexual fantasiesaboutme with
gleeafter theperformanceasI rodewith him in anelevator. Anotheroldergentlemantold a docentthat
hewassurethatI wouldperformsexual favorsfor anadditionalfeewhentheperformancewasover.

Ourpieceseemedto serveasanicebreaker in anextremelyelitist culturalmilieu, drawing streetvendors,
poor childrenandotherswho hadnever beeninsidethe Foundationbuilding in their lives,often to the
dismayof the institution's regular patrons. Scoresof mestizosand indigenousimmigrantsto the city
from Bolivia, PeruandArgentina's northernregionswatcheduseveningaftereveningwith extraordinary
sadnessin their eyes. Meanwhile,dozensof Argentineintellectualssatsippingcoffee in thebardirectly
behindus, often pretendingto ignore the sceneunfolding beforethem. The many psychologistsand
anthropologistswhoattendedweredividedasto whethersuchapiecewastoodisturbingfor theArgentine
public,traumatizedby themilitary dictatorship.With theexceptionof sucholdergenerationpolitical artist
luminariesasLeonFerreriandMartaMinuj ín, mostof the local artistsandintellectualswe met insisted
our work madeno sensetherebecauseArgentinawas“really” European,becausetherewasno racism
in their country, andultimatelybecauseAmericanminorities' obsessionwith identity wasparochialand
it generatedinferior art. Someeven admittedthat they hadbeendisappointedto discover that we were
not “real” Americanartists,meaningthat we werenot white. Much in the sameway that the Spainwe
hadvisitedwasrabidly rejectingits associationwith its ex-coloniesasit experiencedamomentof intense
yearningto breakwith its undemocratic,economicallyunderdevelopedpast,Argentinaseemedto reject
us asa way of assertingits new statusasan economicallystabilizedtechnocracy aspiringto attain the
“Americanway of life.” Only a handfulof peoplewe met remindedus thatArgentinahadconductedits
own highly successfulexterminationcampaignsagainstits indigenouspopulationsaroundthesametime
thatAmericanshadconqueredtheWest.

It is still suggestedthatourperformancewasanessayin fanciful self-indulgence,but thehistoricalnight-
mareswe alludeto have becomeall too real for comfort. A currentlegal disputeregardingownershipof
thedocumentaryaboutourperformance,TheCouplein theCage, hasforcedusto experiencein the�esh
the implicationsof ethicaldebatesaboutcultural propertyandappropriationthat have pervadeddiscus-
sionsof bothdocumentary�lmmaking andart by andaboutindigenouscommunities.After two yearsof
conductinghistorical researchandoneyearof performances,Guillermo andI hadaccumulatedseveral
hoursof videodocumentationwhich includedinterviewswith audiencemembersthathadbeenconducted
underour supervision.In addition,we hadcompiledan extensive archive of photographsandsketches
documentingthehistoryof thepractice,andI hadwritten this chronicleto serve in partasa conceptual
underpinningof thedocumentary.

After editing wascompleted,a disputearoseover whetherour efforts were suf�cient to establishsole
ownershipof thedocumentary. In theabsenceof adocumentwith a few magicwords,it wasclaimedthat
thearrangementof pre-existingelementscreatedby Guillermoandmyselfsoradicallyalteredtheintegrity
of theperformanceasto make it somethingelsealtogether. More to our horror, it seemedto usasif the
cageperformanceanddocumentationof its historicalantecedentswerebeinginterpretedasraw materials
for anexercisein sampling.

GuillermoandI panicked,fearing,asdomany artistsworking in ephemeralforms,thatouronly meansof
sustainingthe life of our performancewould beseriouslydamaged.Themorelegal opinionswe sought,
themorecomplex theissuesinvolvedbecame.How doesoneprovethatour�ction, whichonly couldexist
in thelive interactionswith others,wasa scriptedeventandthateditingcouldhave only reconstitutedit?
How doesoneimpressupondocumentariansthat a performanceartist's likenessis not raw materialbut
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self-consciouslyconstructedart?

Over the pastyear, I have felt trappedin a frightful chapterof history that had resurfacedbeforemy
eyes. Therewere the circus and freak show managerof yore, claiming that they had “made us” into
Guatinauisandthatwithout themwe werenothing. Thereweretheanthropologistsof theearlycentury
insistingthatwe hadperformedour identity without knowing, thatwe hadno properconceptof how to
recordour cultureandrepresentourselvesandthereforeneededthemto �nd an order in our madness.
And therewerethemyriadpseudo-liberaldocumentarianswho believedthatthe“reality” they captureis
alwaysspontaneouslygenerated,only to beformedinto somethingmeaningfulby their magictouch.As
performers,wehaveno legalmeansto secureownershipof our time-basedart form otherthanto claim its
documentationasour property. As experimentalartists,we hardlyhave themeansto protectour rights,
andfacea legal systemin which notionsof aestheticvaluemusttranslateinto money in orderto make
senseto thosewe contractto representus. The so-calledprimitive superstitionthat photographerssteal
soulshadbecometerrifyingly real.

As of this writing, the last traceof theGuatinauisis thesubjectof a pendinglawsuit againstme. In the
ageof ongoingcopyright warsoverrapmusic,suf�cient ambiguitieshavebeencreatedsothatanarrange-
mentof pre-existing elementscanbe construedto prevail. After yearsof interrogatingthe implications
of the ethnographicgaze,our having to suffer the legal implicationsof having someoneclaim to have
“discovered”ushasbeenthemostpainful andironic lessonof theGuatinauiworld tour.
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