The Other History
of Intercultural Performancé
CocoFusco

In the early 1900s,FranzKafka wrote a story thatbegan,“Honoredmemberof the Academy! You have
donemethe honorof inviting meto give your Academyan accountof thelife | formerly led asanape’

Entitled“A Reportto an Academy’ it waspresenteasthe testimory of a manfrom the Gold Coastof
Africa who hadlivedfor several yearson displayin Germaly asa primate. Thataccountwas ctitious

andcreatedy a Europearwriter who stressedheirony of having to demonstratene's humanity;yetit is
oneof mary literary allusionsto therealhistoryof ethnographi@xhibition of humanbeingsthathastaken
placein theWestoverthepast ve centuriesWhile the experience®f mary of thosewho wereexhibited
is the stuff of legend, it is the accountshy obsenersandimpresarioghat constitutethe historicaland
literary recordof this practicein theWest.My collaboratoyGuillermoGomez-Péia, andl wereintrigued
by thislegagy of performingtheidentity of anOtherfor awhite audiencesensingts implicationsfor usas
performancartistsdealingwith culturalidentity in the presentHadthingschangedwe wonderedHow
would we know, if not by unleashinghoseghostsfrom a history that could be saidto be ours?Imagine
thatl standbeforeyou then,asdid Kafka's characterto speakaboutan experiencethatfalls someavhere
betweertruthand ction. Whatfollowsaremy re ectionsonperformingtherole of anoblesarzagebehind
thebarsof agoldencage.

Ouroriginalintentwasto createasatiricalcommentarynWesterrconcept®f theexotic, primitive Other;
yet, we hadto confronttwo unexpectedrealitiesin the courseof developingthis piece: 1) a substantial
portion of the public believedthatour ctional identitieswerereal ones;and?2) a substantiahumberof
intellectuals artists,andcultural bureaucratsoughtto de ect attentionfrom the substancef our exper
imentto the “moral implications” of our dissimulation,or in their words,our “Misinforming the public”
aboutwho we were. Theliteralismimplicit in the interpretationof our work by individualsrepresenting
the “public interest’bespole their investmenin positivist notionsof “truth” anddepoliticized,ahistori-
cal notionsof “civilization.” This “reverseethnographyof our interactionswith the public will, | hope,
suggestheculturally speci ¢ natureof theirtendeng towarda literal andmoralinterpretation.

Whenwe beganto work on this performancespartof a counterquincentenaryroject,the Bushadmin-
istrationhaddrawn clearparallelsbetweerthe“discovery” of the New World andhis “New World Order’
We notedtheresemblancéetweerof cial quincentenargelebrationsn 1992andthewaysthatthe 1892
Columbiancommemorationkadsenedasajusti cation for the United Statesthennew statusasanim-
perial power. Yet, while we anticipatedthatthe of cial quincentenargelebrationvasgoingto form an
imposingbackdrop what soonbecameapparenivasthatfor both Spainandthe United Statesthe cele-
brationwasadisastrougconomicventure andevenanembarrassmenthe Seville Expowentbankrupt;
the U.S. QuincentenaryCommissiorwasinvestigatedor corruption;the replicacaravels were metwith
somary protestorghatthetourwascanceledthe Popechangedis plansanddidn’t hold massin the Do-
minicanRepublicuntil afterOctoberl2; AmericanindianMovementactvist RussellMeanssucceedeh
gettingltalian Americansn Derverto canceltheir ColumlusDay paradeandthe Im supefproductions
celebratingColumlus—from1492: The Discoveryto The Conquesbf Paradise—werebox of ce fail-
ures. Columhus, the gure who beganasa symbol of Eurocentrismandthe Americanentrepreneurial
spirit, endedup beingdevaluedby excessve reproductiorandbadacting.

As the of cial celebrationdaded,it becamencreasinglyapparenthat Columhus was a smolescreen,
a malleableicon to be trotted out by the mainstreantor its attackson “Political correctness.Finding

Thisessayrst appearedn TheDramaReview in 1994.



historicaljusti cation for Columhus's “discovery” becamgust anothemway of af rming Europeansand
Euro-Americans“naturalright” to beglobal culturalconsumersThe moreequitablemodelsof exchange
proposedy mary multiculturalistslogically demande@ moreprofoundunderstandingf Americancul-

tural hybridity, and called for rede nitions of nationalidentity and national origins. But the concept
of cultural diversity fundamentato this understandingstrikes at the heartof the senseof control over

Othernesghat Columhus symbolized andwasquickly castasun-American.Resurrectinghe collectve

memoryof colonialviolencein Americathathasbeenstratgically erasedrom thedominantculturewas
describecconsistentljthroughoutl992by culturalconserativesasa recipefor chaos.More recently as
is characterizedy the Im Falling Down, it is seenasa directthreatto heteroseual, white male self-

esteemlt is no wonderthatcontemporaryconserativesinvariably nd thefocuson racismby artistsof

color “shocking”andinappropriateif notthreateningo nationalinterestsaswell asto artitself.

Out of this context aroseour decisionto take a symbolicvow of silencewith the cageperformancea
radical departurefrom Guillermo's previous monologuework and my actwities as a writer and public

spealer. We soughta stratayically effective way to examinethelimits of the“happy multiculturalism”that
reignedin cultural institutions,aswell asto respondo the formalistsand cultural relatvists who reject
the propositionthat racial differenceis absolutelyfundamentato aesthetidnterpretation.We lookedto

Latin America,whereconsciousnessf the repressie limits on public expressions far moreacutethan
it is here,andfound mary examplesof how popularoppositionhasfor centuriesbeenexpressedhrough
theuseof satiricspectacleOur cagebecameahe metaphoffor our condition,linking theracismimplicit in

ethnographigparadigmf discovery with theexoticizing rhetoricof “world beat”multiculturalism.Then
camea perfectopportunity: In 1991, Guillermo and | wereinvited to performas part of the Edge'92

Biennial,which wasto take placein Londonandalsoin Madrid aspartof the quincentenniatelebration
of Madrid asthe capital of Europeanculture. We took adwvantageof Edges interestin locatingart in

public spacedo createa site-speci ¢ performancdor ColumlusPlazain Madrid, in commemoratiorof

theso-calledDiscovery.

Our planwasto live in a goldencagefor threedays,presentingoursehesasundiscoveredAmerindians
from anislandin the Gulf of Mexico thathadsomehav beenoverlookedby Europeangor ve centuries.
We calledourhomelandGuatinauandoursehesGuatinauisWe performedour “traditional tasks; which

rangedfrom seving voodoodolls and lifting weightsto watchingtelevision and working on a laptop
computer A donationbox in front of thecageindicatedthat,for asmallfee,| would dance(to rapmusic),
Guillermo would tell authenticAmerindianstories(in a nonsensicalanguage)andwe would posefor

Polaroidswith visitors. Two “zoo guards”would be on handto speakto visitors (sincewe could not

understandhem),take usto the bathroomon leashesandfeedus sandwichesndfruit. At the Whitney

Museumin New York we addedsex to our spectaclepffering a peekat authenticGuatinauimalegenitals
for $5. A chronologywith highlights from the history of exhibiting non-Westernpeopleswason one
didactic paneland a simulatedEngyclopediaBritannicaentry with a fake map of the Gulf of Mexico

shaving ourislandwason another After our threedaysin May 1992,we took our performanceo Covent
Gardenin London. In Septemberwe presentedt in Minneapolis,andin Octobey at the Smithsoniars

National Museumof NaturalHistory. In Decemberwe were on displayin the AustralianMuseumof

NaturalHistoryin Sydne, andin Januaryl993,attheField Museumof Chicago.In earlyMarch,wewere
at the Whitney for the openingof the biennial,the only site wherewe wererecognizablycontetualized
asartwork. Priorto our trip to Madrid, we did a testrun underrelatively controlledconditionsin the Art

Galleryof the Universityof California,Irvine.

Our projectconcentratean the “zero degree” of interculturalrelationsin an attemptto de ne a point
of origin for the debateghatlink “discovery” and“Otherness. We worked within disciplinesthat blur
distinctionsbetweenthe art objectandthe body (performance)betweenfantasyandreality (live spec-
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tacle), and betweenhistory and dramaticreenactmen(the diorama). The performancewvas interactve,
focusinglesson whatwe did thanon how peopleinteractedwith usandinterpretedour actions.Entitled
Two Undiscorered Amerindians\isit. . ., we chosenot to announcehe eventthroughprior publicity or
ary othermeanswhenit waspossibleto exert suchcontrol;we intendedo createa surpriseor “uncanry”
encounteronein which audiencesiadto undego their own processof re ection asto whatthey were
seeingaidedonly by writteninformationandparodicallydidacticzooguards.In suchencountersvith the
unexpected peoples defensemechanismsrelesslik ely to operatewith their normalef ciency; caught
off guard,their beliefsaremorelik ely to riseto the surface.

Our performancenvas basedon the once popular Europeanand North Americanpracticeof exhibiting

indigenougpeoplefrom Africa, Asia,andthe Americasin zoos parks taverns museumsfreakshavs,and
circusesWhile thistraditionreachedhe heightof its popularityin the nineteenttcentury it wasactually
begun by ChristopherColumhus, who returnedfrom his rst voyagein 1493with several Arawaks,one
of whom wasleft on displayat the SpanishCourt for two years. Designedto provide opportunitiesfor

aestheticontemplationscienti ¢ analysisandentertainmentor EuropeansndNorth Americansthese
exhibits werea critical componenbf a burgeoningmassculturewhosedevelopmentcoincidedwith the
growth of urbancentersandpopulationsEuropearcolonialism,andAmericanexpansionism.

In writing aboutthesehumanexhibitionsin Americasinternationafairsfrom thelatenineteenttandearly
twentiethcenturiesRobertW. Ryden(authorof All the World's a Fair; Visionsof Empire at American
International Exhibitions, 1876—191% explains how the “ethnological” displaysof nonwhites—which
wereorchestratedhy impresariosut endorsedy anthropologists—con rmegopularracial stereotypes
and built supportfor domesticand foreign policies. In somecasesthey literally connectedmuseum



practiceswith afirs of state.Many of the peopleexhibited duringthe nineteenticenturywerepresented
asthe chiefs of conqueredribes and/orthe last survivors of “vanishing”races. Ishi, the Yahi Indian
who spent ve yearsliving in the Museumof the University of Californiaat the turn of the century is a
well-known example. Anotherlesserknown examplecomesfrom the U.S.-Mexico War of 1836, when
Anglo-Texansecessionistgsedto exhibit their Mexicanprisonersn public plazasn cages]eaving them
thereto stane to death.Theexhibits alsogave credenceo white supremacistvorldviews by representing
nonwhitepeoplesandculturesasbeingin needof discipline,civilization, andindustry Not only did these
exhibitsreinforcestereotypesf “the primitive” but they senedto enforcea senseof racialunity aswhites
amongEuropeansndNorth Americanswho weredividedstrictly by classandreligion until this century
Hence,for example,at the ColumbianExhibition of 1893in Chicago,ethnographidisplaysof peoples
from Africa and Asia were setup outside“The White City,” an enclosedareacelebratingscienceand
industry

Inter cultural Performance

Performanceirt in the Westdid not begin with Dadist“events. Sincethe early daysof Europearicon-

guest, “aboriginal samples’of peoplefrom Africa, Asia, andthe Americaswere broughtto Europefor

aestheticontemplationscienti ¢ analysisandentertainmentThosepeoplefrom otherpartsof theworld

wereforced rst to take the placethat Europeandadalreadycreatedfor the savagesof their own Me-

dieval mythology; later with the emegenceof scienti ¢ rationalism,the “aborigines”on display sened
asproof of the naturalsuperiorityof Europearcivilization, of its ability to exert control over andextract
knowledgefrom the “primiti ve” world, andultimately, of the geneticinferiority of hon-Europeamaces.
Over the last500 years,AustralianAborigines, Tahitians,Aztecs,Iroquois, Cherolee, Ojibways, lowas,
Mohawks, BotocudosGuianeseHottentotsKaf rs, Nubians SomaliansSinghaleselPatagoniansTierra
del Fuggans,Kahucks,AnapondansZulus, BushmenJapanese;astindians,andLaplandershave been
exhibitedin the taverns,theatersgardensmuseumszoos,circusesandworld's fairs of Europe,andthe

freak shows of the United States Someexamplesare:

1493: An Arawak broughtbackfrom the Caribbearby Columtusis left on displayin the SpanishCourt
for two yearsuntil he diesof sadness.
1501: “Eskimos” areexhibitedin Bristol, England.

1550s: Native Americansarebroughtto Franceto build a Brazilianvillage in Rouen.TheKing of France
ordershissoldiersto burnthevillage asaperformanceHelik esthespectaclsomuchthatheorders
it restagedhenext day.

1562: Michel de Montaigneis inspiredto write his essayThe Cannibalsafter seeingNative Americans
broughtto Franceasa gift to theking.

1613: In writing TheTempesShalespearenodelshis characteCalibanon an“Indian” hehasseenn an
exhibitionin London.

1617: Pocahontaghelndianwife ofJohnRolfe, arrivesin Londonto adwertiseVirginiatobacco.Shedies
of anEnglishdiseaseshortlythereafter

1676: Wampanoad_hief Metacomis executedfor fomentingindigenousrebellionagainstthe Puritans,
andhis headis publicly displayedfor 25 yearsin Massachusetts.



1788: Arabanooof the Cammeraigapeopleof North Sydne, Australia,is capturedoy GovernorPhillip.
At rst Arabanoowaschainedandguardedoy a corvict; laterhewasshown off to Sydneg society
He diedayearlaterfrom smallpox.

1792: Bennelongand Yarnmeraannieof the Cadigalpeopleof SouthSydne travel to Englandwith
GovernorPhillip wherethey aretreatedascuriosities.Yarnmeravanniediesof pneumonia.

1802: Pemulvay, an Aboriginal resistanceghter from the Bidgegal people,is shotby white settlersin
Australia.His heads cutoff, presered,andsentto Englando bedisplayedattheLondonMuseum.

1810-1815:“The HottentotVenus”(SaartjeBenjamin)is exhibited throughoutEurope.After herdeath,
her genitalsaredissectedy Frenchscientistsandremainpreseredin Paris's Museumof Man to
thisday.

1822: “Laplander”family is displayedwith live reindeerin the EgyptianHall in London.

1823: Impresariowilliam Bullock stagesa Mexican“Peasantdioramain which aMexicanIndianyouth
is presentec@sethnographispecimerandmuseundocent.

1829: A “Hottentot” womanexhibited nudeis the highlight of a ball given by the Duchessdu Barry in
Paris.

1834: After GeneralRiveras cavalry completedthe genocideof all the Indiansin Uruguay four sur
viving Charfidasare donatedto the Natural SciencesAcademyin Paris and are displayedto the
Frenchpublic asspecimen®f a vanishedace. Threedie within two months,andoneescapesnd
disappearseverto be heardfrom again.

1844: Geoge Catlindisplays‘Red Indians”in England.
1847: Four“Bushmen”on exhibit atthe EgyptianHall in Londonarewritten aboutby CharlesDickens.
1853: ThirteenKaf rs aredisplayedn the St. Geoge Galleryin Hyde Park, London.

1853: “Pygmies”dressedn Europeargarbaredisplayedplayingthe pianoin a British draving roomas
proof of their potentialfor “civilization.”

1853-1901:Maximo and Bartola, two microcephalicSanSalhadoranstour Europeandthe Americas,
andeventuallyjoin BarnumandBailey's Circus. They arebilled as“the last Aztec survivors of a
mysteriougunglecity calledIxinaya”

1878: The skeletonof Truganini,a TasmaniarAborigine,is acquiredby the Royal Societyof Tasmania.
Herremainsaredisplayedn Melbournein 1888and1904andthenreturnedo theHobartsmuseum
wherethey aredisplayedrrom 1904 until themid-1960s.

1879: P.T. BarnumoffersQueenVictoria $100,0000r permissiorto exhibit capturedvarrior Zulu Chief
Cetavayo,andis refused.

1882: W.C. Coup's circusannounceshe acquisitionof “a troupeof genuinemaleandfemaleZulus’

1893: The skeletonof NeddyLarkin, an Aborigine from New SouthWales,is soldto the Harvard Uni-
versity PeabodyMuseumtogethemwith a collectionof stuffed animals stonestools,andartifacts.



1898: At the Trans-MississippinternationalExpositionin Omaha,Nebraskaa mock Indian battle is
stagedandPresidenwVilliam McKinley watches.

1905: The solesurviving memberof the Yahi tribe of California, Ishi, is capturedanddisplayedfor the
last veyearsof hislife atthe Museumof the Universityof California. Presentedsa symbolof the
U.S!sdefeatof Indiannations,Ishiis labeledthelastStoneAge Indianin America.

1906: OtaBenga,the rst Pygmyto visit Americaafterthe slave trade,is put on displayin the primate
cageof the Bronx Zoo. A groupof black ministersprotestthe zoo's display but local pressargue
thatOtaBengawasprobablyenjoying himself.

1911: The KickapooIndian Medicine Compaury is sold for $250,000 after thirty daysof performances
in the United States.150 shaws includeoneor moreKickapoolndiansasproof thatthe medicines
beinghavkedweredervedfrom genuinelndianmedicine.

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

1992: A blackwomanmidgetis exhibited at the MinnesotaStateFair, billed as“Tiny TeeshatheIsland
Princess.

In mostcasesthehumanbeingsthatwereexhibiteddid notchoosdo beondisplay More benignversions
continueto take placethesedaysin festivals andamusemenparkswith the partial consentof thoseon

exhibit. The contemporaryouristindustriesandculturalministriesof several countriesaroundthe world

still perpetrateheillusion of authenticityto caterto the Westernfascinatiorwith OthernessSodo mary

artists.

Emegingatatime whenmassaudiencesn EuropeandAmericawerebarelyliterateandhardlycognizant
of the restof the world, the displayswere animportantform of public “education’. Theseshovs were
wheremostwhites “discovered” the non-Westernsectorof humanity | like to call themthe origins of

intercultural performancean the West. The displayswere living expressionof colonial fantasiesand
helpedto forgea specialplacein the EuropearandEuro-Americanmaginationfor nonwhitepeoplesand
their cultures. Their function, however, went beyond war trophies,beyond providing entertainmentor

themassesndpseudoscienti aatafor early anthropologistsThe ethnographi@xhibitions of peopleof

colorwereamongthemary sourcesiravn onby EuropearandAmericanmodernistseekingo breakwith

realismby imitatingthe“primiti ve’” TheconnectiorbetweenNestAfrican sculptureandCubismhasbeen
discussedavidely by scholarshut it is the'constructionof ethnicOthernessisessentiallyperformatve and
locatedin thebodythatl hereseekto stress.

Theinterestthatmodernistandpostmodernistiave hadin non-Westerncultureswasprecededy a host
of referencedo “exotics” madeby Europeanwriters and philosophersover the past ve centuries.The
ethnographicshovs andthe peoplebroughtto Europeto be part of themhave beenalludedto by such
writersasWilliam ShalespearelMichel Montaigne,andWilliam Wordsworth. In the eighteentrcentury
theseshaws, togetherwith theaterand popularballads,sened as popularillustrationsof the conceptof
theNoble Savagesocentralto Enlightenmenphilosophy Not all thereferencesverepositive;in fact,the
nineteenth-centurilumanistCharlesDickensfound thatthe Noble Savageasan ideahardly sufced to
make anencountewith Bushmenn the EgyptianHall in 1847a pleasurabl®r worthwhile experience:

Think of the Bushmen.Think of the two menandthe two womenwho have beenexhibited
aboutEnglandfor someyears.Are the majority of persons—whaemembethe horrid little
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leaderof that partyin his festeringbundle of hides,with his Ith andhis antipathyto water

andhis straddledegs, andhis odiouseyesshadedy his brutal hand,andhis cry of “Qu-u-

u-u-aaa”(Bosjemanfor somethingdesperatelynsulting | have no doubt)—consciousf an

affectionateyearningtowardsthe noble sazage,or is it idiosyncraticin me to abhor detest,
abominateandabjurehim? | have neverseerthatgroupsleepingsmoking,andexpectorating
roundtheir brazier but | have sincerelydesiredthat somethingmight happerto the charcoal
therein,which would causeheimmediatesuffocationof thewhole of noblestrangers.

Dickenss aversiondoesnot preventhim from noting, however, thatthe Bushmerpossessneredeeming
quality: their ability to breakspontaneouslynto dramaticreenactmenof their “wild” habits. By the
early twentiethcentury the ipside of suchrevulsion—inthe form of fetishisticfascinationwith exotic
artifactsandthe“primiti ve” creatvity thatgeneratedhem—hadecomecommonamongthe membersof
the Europearavant-garde.The Dadaists pftenthoughtof asthe originatorsof performanceart, included
severalimitative gesturesn their events,rangingfrom dressingup anddancingas“Africans; to making
“Primitive-looking” masksand sketches. Tristan Tzaras dictum that “Thought is madein the mouth;
a performatve analogto Cubism,refersdirectly to the Dadaistbelief that Westernart tradition could be
subvertedthroughtheappropriatiorof thepercevedorality andperformatve natureof the“non-Westerri.
In a grandgestureof appropriation,TzaraanthologizedAfrican and SouthernPaci ¢ poetryculled from
ethnographiemto his book,PoemedNegres andchantedhemattheinfamousCabaredoltairein Zurich
in 1917. Shortly afterward, Tzarawrote a hypotheticaldescriptionof the “Primitive” artist at work in
Noteson Negro Art, imputing nearshamanistipowersto the Other's creatve process:

My otherbrotheris nave and good, andlaughs. He eatsin Africa or alongthe SouthSea
Islands. He concentratesiis vision on the head,caresit out of woodthatis hardasiron,

patiently without botheringaboutthe cornventionalrelationshipbetweenthe headand the
restof thebody. Whathethinksis: manwalksvertically, everythingin natureis symmetrical.
While working, new relationship®rganizethemselesaccordingo degreeof necessitythisis

how the expressiorof purity cameinto being. Fromblacknesslet usextractlight. Transform
my countryinto a prayerof joy or anguish. Cottonwool eye, o w into my blood. Art in

the infang/ of time, was prayer Wood andtone weretruth ... Mouths containthe power
of darknessinvisible substancegoodnessfear, wisdom,creation, re. No onehasseenso
clearlyasl thisdarkgrindingwhiteness.

Tzarais quick to point out herethatonly he, asa Dadaist,cancomprehendhe signi cance of the “in-
nocent’gestureof his “naive andgood” brother In The Predicamenbf Culture, Jame<Clifford explains
how modernistsandethnographersf the earlytwentiethcenturyprojectedcodedperception®f theblack
body—asmbuedwith vitalism, rhythm,magic,anderoticpower, anotherformationof the“good” versus
theirrational or badsavage.Clifford questionghe conventionalmodeof comparisorin termsof af nity ,
noting that this term suggests “natural” ratherthan political or ideologicalrelationship.In the caseof
Tzara,his perceptionof the “primiti ve” artistaspartof his metaphoricafamily corvenientlyrecastshis
own colonial relationto his imaginary“primiti ve” asoneof kinship. In this context, the threateninge-
minderof differenceis thatthe original body, or the physicalandvisual presencef the cultural Other
mustbe fetishized,silenced subjugatedor otherwisecontrolledto be “appreciated. The signi cance of
thatviolent erasuras diminished—itis the “true” avant-gardeartistwho becomes betterversionof the
“primitive, ahybrid or aculturaltrans\estite.Massculturecagedt, soto speak—whilaartistsswallowed
it.



This practiceof appropriatingandfetishizingthe primitive andsimultaneouslerasingheoriginal source
continuesinto contemporaryavant-garde”performanceart. In his 1977 essay‘New Models, New Vi-
sions: SomeNotesToward a Poeticsof Performancé,JeromeRothenbey ervisionedthis phenomenon
in anentirely celebratorymanney noting correlationsbetweerHappeningsndrituals, meditatve works
andmantricmodels,Earthworks andNative Americansculpturesdreamvorks andnotionsof tranceand
ecstasybodyworksandself-mutilation,andperformancdoasedn severalothervariationsof the shaman-
istic premiseattributedto pon-Westerncultures. Rothenbey claimsthat unlike imperialisms modelsof
dominationandsubordinationgvant-gardgperformancesucceedech shifting relationsto a “symposium
of thewhole] animagestrikingly similar to that of the world-beatmulticulturalismof the 1980s.Refer
ring to Gary Sryder's story of Alfred Kroeberandhis (unnamedMojave informantin 1902,Rothenbey
notesSnyder's conclusionthat “The old mansitting in the sandhousetelling his story is who we must
become—noA.L. Kroeber as ne ashewas. Rothenbeay goesonto claim thatartistsareto critics what
aboriginesareto anthropologistsandthereforesuffer from the samemisrepresentatioriThe antagonism
of literatureto criticism; hewrites,"is, for the poetandartist,no differentform thatto anthropologysay
onthe partof the Native Americanmilitant. It is aquestionin shortof theright to self-de nition.”

Rede ningthese'af nities” with the primitive, thetraditional,andthe exotic hasbecomeanincreasingly
delicateissueasmoreartistsof color enterthe sphereof the “avant-gardé. Whatmaybe“liberating” and
“transgressie” identi cation for EuropeansndEuro-Americanss alreadya symbolof entrapmentvithin
animposedstereotypdor Others.The “af nity' championedy the early modernsandpostmoderrcul-
turaltrans\estitesalike is mediatedby animaginedstereotypealongthelinesof Tzaras “brother” Actual
encountergouldthreaterthe positionandsupremag of theappropriatounlessboundarieandconcomi-
tantpowerrelationsremainin place.As aresult,the samentellectualmilieusthatnow boastNeoprimitive
body piercers,"nomad” thinkers,Anglo comadresandNew Age earthworshippersontinueto evincea
literal-mindedattitudetowardartistsof color, demonstratindpow racialdifferencds adeterminanin one's
relationto notionsof the“Primitive.’ In the1987trial of minimalistsculptorCarl Andre—accusedf mur-
dering his wife, the Cubanartist Ana Mendieta—thedefensecontinually suggestedhat her earthworks
wereindicative of suicidalimpulsespromptedby her“satanical’beliefs;the referenceso Santerian her
work couldnot beinterpretedasself-consciousWhenCubanartist Jo® Bediawasvisited by the French
curatorsof the Les Magiciensde la Terreexhibition in the late 1980s,he wasasled to shaw his private
altarto “Prove” thathe wasatrue Santeia believer. A critically acclaimedyoungAfrican Americanpoet
was surprisedto learnlast yearthat he had beenpromotedby a NuyoricanPoets Cafeimpresarioasa
formerL.A. gangmembey which he never was. And while performingBorder Brujo in the late 1980s,
Gbmez-Paia encounterechumerouspresenterand audiencememberswho were disappointedhat he
wasnot a “real shaman’andthathis “tongues”werenot Nahuatlbut a ctitious language.

Ourcageperformanceforcedthesecontradiction®utinto theopen.Thecagebecameblankscreeronto
whichaudiencegrojectedheirfantasie®f whoandwhatwe are. As we assumedhe stereotypicatole of
thedomesticate@avage,mary audiencenemberdelt entitledto assumeherole of the colonizer only to
nd themselesuncomfortablewith the implicationsof the game.Unpleasanbut importantassociations
have emepgedbetweenthe displaysof old andthe multicultural festvals and ethnographiadioramasof
the present.The centralpositionof the white spectatarthe objectve of theseeventsasa con rmation of
their positionasglobal consumer®f exotic cultures,andthe stresson authenticityasanaesthetiosalue,
anremainfundamentato the spectaclef Othernessnary continueto enjoy.

The original ethnographiaxhibitions often presentegeoplein a simulationof their “natural” habitat,
rendereckitherasanindoordioramaor asanoutdoorrecreation Eyewitnessaccountgrequentlynotethat
the humanbeingson displaywereforcedto dressin the Europeamotion of their traditional“primiti ve”
garb,andto performrepetitve, seeminglyritual tasks.At times,nonwhitesweredisplayedtiogethemwith
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ora andfaunafrom their regions, and artifacts,which were often fakes. They were alsodisplayedas
partof acontinuumof “outsiders”thatincluded“freaks; or peopleexhibiting physicaldeformities.In the
nineteenthandearly twentiethcenturiesmary of themwere presentegoasto con rm socialDarwinist
ideasof the existenceof aracialhierarchy Someof the moreinfamouscasesnvolvedindividualswhose
physicaltraitsweresingledout asevidenceof thebestialityof nonwhitepeople.For example shortlyafter
the annexation of Mexico andthe publicationof JohnStephens accountof travel in the Yucatanwhich
generategopularinterestin pre-Columbiarcultures,two microcephalicgor “Pinheads”)from Central
America,Maximo andBartola,touredthe United Statesn PT. Barnums circus;they werepresente@s
Aztecs.This setoff atrendthatwould befollowedby mary othercasesnto thetwentiethcentury From
1810-1815Furopearaudiencesrowdedto seethe HottentotVenus,a SouthAfrican womanwhoselarge
buttocksweredeemedevidenceof herexcessve sexuality. In the United Statesseveral of the“Africans”

exhibited wereactuallyblack Americanswho madea living in the nineteenthcenturyby dressingup as
their ancestorsjust asmary Native Americansdid dressingup as Sioux whoselikenesseghanksto the
long andbloody PlainsWarsof the late nineteentlcentury dominatethe Americanpopularimagination.

For Gbmez-Péaia and myself, the humanexhibitions dramatizethe colonial unconsciousf American
society In orderto justify genocide,enslaement,and the seizureof lands, a “naturalized” splitting

of humanityalongracial lines had to be established.When rampantmiscegenationproved that those
differencesverenotbiologically basedsocialandlegal systemsveresetup to enforcethosehierarchies.
Meanwhile,ethnographispectaclesirculatedandreinforcedstereotypesstressinghat“dif ference”was

apparenin thebodiesondisplay Thusthey naturalizedetishizedrepresentationsf Othernesanitigating

anxietiesgeneratedby the encountervith difference.

In hisessay“The OtherQuestion”"Homi Bhabhaexplainshow racialclassi cationthroughstereotypinds
anecessargomponenbf colonialistdiscourseasit justi es dominationandmaskshe colonizersfearof
theinability to alwaysalreadyknow the Other Our experiencesn thecagesuggestethateventhoughthe
ideathatAmericais acolonialsystems metwith resistance—sindé contradictdhedominantideology’s
presentatiorof our systemasa democrag—the audiencereactionsindicatedthat colonialistroles have
beeninternalizedquite effectively.

The stereotypesboutnonwhite peoplethat were continuouslyreinforcedby the ethnographidaisplays
arestill alive in high cultureandthe massmedia. Imbeddedn the unconscioustheseimagesform the
basisof the fears,desiresandfantasiesaboutthe cultural Other In “The Negro andPsychopathology
FrantzFanondiscusses critical stagein the developmentof childrensocializedin Westernculture, re-

gardlesof their race,in which raciststereotypesf the savageandthe primitive areassimilatedhrough
the consumptiorof popularculture: comics,movies, cartoonsandso forth. Thesestereotypicalmages
areoftenpartof mythsof colonialdominion(for example,convboy defeatdndian,conquistadotriumphs
over AztecEmpire,colonialsoldierconquerdAfrican chief,andsoon). This dynamicalsocontainsa sex-

ual dimensionusuallyexpressedsanxietyaboutwhite male (omni)potenceln Prospep and Caliban:

The Psydhology of Colonization Octare Mannonicoinedthe term “Prosperocomplex” to describethe
white colonial patriarchs continuoudear that his daughtemight be rapedby a nonwhitemale. Several
colonial stereotypeslsonurturetheseanxieties,usuallyrepresentinga white womanwhose“purity” is

endangerebly blackmenwith oversizedyenitals,or suave Latin lovers,or wild-eyedIndianwarriors;and
the commonpracticeof publicly lynchingblackmenin the AmericanSouthis anexampleof aritualized
white maleresponséo suchfears. Accomparying thesestereotypesire counterpartshat humiliate and
debasevomenof color, mitigating anxietiesaboutsexual rivalry betweenwhite and non-whitewomen.
In the past,therewasthe subservienmaid andthe overweightandsexlessMammy; novadays the hap-
lessvictim of a brutishor irrational dark malewhosetraditionis devoid of “feminist freedoms”is more
common.



Thesestereotypebave beenanalyzedendlesslyin recentdecadeshut our experiencesn thecagesuggest
that the psychicinvestmentin them doesnot simply wither away throughrationalization. The constant
concernmaboutour “realness’revealeda needfor reassurancthata “true primitive” did exist, whetherwe
t thebill or not, andthat sheor he visually identi able. AnthropologistRogerBartraseesthis desire
asbeingpartof a characteristicallfEuropeardependencen an“uncivilized other” in orderto de ne the
Westernself In his book ElI Salvajeenel Espejol/TheSavage in the Mirr or, hetracesthe evolution of the
“savage”from mythologicalinhabitantf foreststo “wild” andusuallyhairy menandwomenwhoevenin
themodernageappearedh freakshavsandhorror Ims.” Thesearchetypegventuallywereincorporated
into Christianiconographyandwerethenprojectedonto peoplesof the New World, who wereperceved
aseitherheathersavagescapableof reformor incorrigible devils who hadto be eradicated.

While thestructureof the so-calledprimitive may have beenassimilatedy the Europearavant-gardethe
function of the ethnographidisplaysaspopularentertainmentaslargely supersededy industrialized
massculture. Not unsurprisingly the popularity of thesehumanexhibitions beganto declinewith the
emegenceof anothercommercializedorm of voyeurism—thecinema—andhe assumptiorby ethno-
graphic Im of their didacticrole. Foundingfathersof the ethnographiclm-making practice,suchas
RobertFlahertyand JohnGrierson,continuedto compelpeopleto stagetheir supposedlytraditional”

rituals, but the taskswerenow to be performedfor the camera.Oneof the mostfamousof the white im-

presario®f thehumanexhibitsin the United StatesWilliam F. “BuffaloBill” Cody, actuallystarredn an
early Im depictinghis Wild Westshav of Native Americanhorsemerandwarriors,andin doingsogave
birth to the “cowboy andIndian” movie genre,this country’s mostpopularrenditionof its own colonial
fantasy The representationf the “reality’of the Others life, on which ethnographicdocumentarywas
basedandstill is groundedis this ctional narratve ofWesternculture“discovering” the negationof itself
in somethingautbenticallyand radically distinct. Carriedover from documentarytheseparadigmsalso
becamehebasisof Hollywood Immaking in the 1950sand1960sthatdealtwith otherpartsof theworld

in whichthe United Stateshadstrateyic military andeconomidnterestsespeciallyLatin Americaandthe
SouthPaci c.

The practiceof exhibiting humansmay have wanedin thetwentiethcentury but it hasnot entirely disap-
peared.The dissectedjenitalsof the HottentotVenusarestill presered at the Museumof Man in Paris.
Thousandef Native Americanremainsjncludingdecapitatetheadsscalpsandotherbodypartstakenas
war booty or bountiesremainin storageat the SmithsonianShortly beforearriving in Spain,we learned
of a currentscandaln a smallvillage outsideBarcelonawherea visiting delegationhadregistereda for-

mal complaintabouta desiccatedstuffed Pygmymanthatwasondisplayin alocalmuseum.The African

gentlemarin the delegationwho hadinitiated the complaintwasthreateningo organizean African boy-

cott of the 1992 Olympics, but the Cataloniantownspeopledefendedvhatthey sav astheright to keep
“their own blackman’” We alsolearnedthatJuliaPastranaabeardedMexicanwomanwho wasexhibited
throughoutEuropeuntil herdeathin 1862, is still availablein embalmedorm for scienti ¢ researctand
loansto interestednuseumsThis pastsummerthe caseof OtaBengaa Pygmywho wasexhibitedin the
primatecageof the Bronx Zoo in 1906 gainedhigh visibility asplansfor a Hollywood movie basedon

arecentlyreleaseookweremadepublic. And at the MinnesotaStateFair lastsummeywe sav “Tiny

Teeshathe Island Princess, who wasin actuality a black womanmidgetfrom Haiti makingherliving

goingfrom onestatefair to another

While the humanexhibition exists in more benignforms today—thatis, the peoplein themarenot dis-
playedagainsttheir will—the desireto look upon predictableforms of Othernesgrom a safedistance
persists.l suspectftermy experiencen the cagethatthis desireis powerful enoughto allow audiences
to dismissthe possibility of self-consciousrony in the Other's self-presentatiorgventhosewho sawv our
performanceasartratherthanartifactappearedo take greatpleasuren engagingn the ction, by paying
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moneg to seeusenactcompletelynonsensicabr humiliatingtasks.A middle-agednanwho attendedhe
Whitney Biennialopeningwith his elegantlydresseavife insistingonfeedingmeabananaThezooguard
told him hewould have to pay$10to do so,whichhequickly paid,insistingthathebephotographeih the
act. After theinitial surpriseof encounteringagedoeings,audiencesvariablyrevealedtheir familiarity
with the scenarido which we alluded.

We did notanticipatethatour self-consciousommentarynthis practicecouldbebelievable.We underes-
timatedpublicfaithin museumssbastionsof truth, andinstitutionalinvestmentn thatrole. Furthermore,
we did notanticipatethatliteralismwould dominatetheinterpretatiorof ourwork. Consistentlyfrom city
to city, morethanhalf of ourvisitorsbelievedour ction andthoughtwe were“real”; atthe Whitney, how-
ever, we experiencedheartworld equivalentof suchmisperceptionssomevisitorsassumedhatwe were
nottheartists,but ratheractorswho hadbeenhired by anotherartist. As we movedour performancdrom
public site to naturalhistory museum pressurenountedfrom institutionalrepresentatiesobliging usto
didacticallycorrectaudiencamisinterpretationWe foundthis particularlyironic, sincemuseunstafs are
perhapghe mostawareof the rampantdistortionof reality thatcanoccurin thelabelingof artifactsfrom
othercultures.In otherwords,we werenot the only oneswho werelying; our lies simply told a different
story. For makingthis manifest,we were perceved aseithernoble savagesor evil tricksters,dissimula-
torswho discreditmuseumsandbetraypublic trust. Whena few uneasystaf memberdn Australiaand
Chicagorealizedthatlarge groupsof Japanesturistsappearedo believethe ction, they becamaleeply
disturbedfearingthatthetouristswould go homewith a negative impressiorof themuseumIn Chicago,
just next to a review of the cageperformancethe daily Sun-Tmesran a phone-inquestionnaireasking
readersf they thoughtthe Field Museumsbouldhave exhibitedus,to which forty sevenpercentanswered
no, and fty-three percentyes. We seriouslywonderif suchweighty moral responsibilitiesare leveled
againstwhite artistswho presentctions in nonartcontets.

Lestwe attribute the now infamousconfusionwe generatecimongthe generalpublic to somedefectof
classor educationlet it alsobeknown thatmisinterpretationitered into theechelon®f theculturalelite.
Cambiol6 aleft-leaningnews magazinen Spain,rananewsbriefon usastwo “Indiansbehindbars”who
hadconducteda political protest. Thoughironic in tone,the story only referredto usby our rst names,
almostasif to make us seemlike the latestexotic arrival to a local zoo. The trusteesof the Whitney
Museumquestionecdcuratorsat a meetingprior to the Biennial askingfor con rmation of rumorsthat
therewould be “naked peoplescreamingobscenitiesn a cage”at the opening. Whenwe arrived at the
University of California/lrvinelastyear we learnedthatthe EnvironmentalHealthand SafetyOf ce had
understoodhat Gomez-Péaiaandl wereanthropologistdringing“real aborigines’'whoseexcrement—if
depositednside the gallery—couldbe hazardoudo the university, This was particularly signi cant in
light of the schools locationin OrangeCounty whereMexican immigrantsare often characterizedy
right-wing “nativists” as ervironmentalhazards.Upon requestfrom the art departmentthe of ce sent
severalpagesof instructionson the properdisposalbf humanwasteandthe over thirty diseaseshatwere
transmittedthrough excrement. Interestingly thoseinstitutional representaties who respondedo our
performancevith moralindignationalsosav usasdangeroushut in the moreideologicalsenseof being
offensie to the public, badfor children,and dishonestsubvertersof the educationakesponsibilitiesof
theirmuseums.
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| shouldperhapsioteherethe numberof peoplewho encounterethis performanceWe do not have exact
gures for Columhus PlazaandCovent Gardenwhich areboth heavily traf ck ed public areashowever,
we do know that 1,000saw usin Irvine; 15,000in Minneapolis;approximately5,000in both Sydney
and Chicago;and 120,000in Washington,D.C. Audiencereactionsof thosewho believed the ction
occasionallyincludedmoral outragethat was often expressegaternalistically(i.e., “Don t you realize;,
saidoneEnglishgentlemario thezooguardsn CoventGarden;that thesepoorpeoplehave noideawhat
is happeningo them?”). The Field Museumin Chicagoreceved forty-eightphonecalls, mostof which
werefrom peoplewhofaultedthe museunfor having printedmisinformationaboutusin theirinformation
sheet.In WashingtonD.C., anangryvisitor phonedthe HumaneSocietyto complainandwastold that
humanbeingswereout of their jurisdiction. However, the majority of thosewho wereupsetremainedso
for only about ve minutes.Otherssaidthey felt thatour beingcagedwasjusti ed becauseve were,after
all, different. A groupof sailorswho wereintervieved by a Field Museumstaf membersaidthat our
beingin a cagewasa goodideasincewe might otherwisehave becomefrightened,andattacled visitors.
OneolderAfrican Americanmanin Washingtorassertedjuite angrily thatit would have beenall right to
putusin acageonly if we hadhadsomephysicaldefectthatclassi edusasfreaks.

For all theconcernexpressedboutshockingchildren,we foundthatyoungpeoples reactionshave been
the mosthumane.Youngchildreninvariably got the closestto the cage;they would seekdirect contact,
offer to shale our hands,andtry to catchour eyesandsmile. Little girls gave me barrettedor my hair
and offered me their own food. Boys and girls often asked their parentsexcellentquestionsaboutus,
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promptingethical discussionsaboutracismandtreatmentof indigenouspeoples. Not all parentswere
preparedo provide answersandsomelookedvery nenous. A womanin Londonsatherchild down and
explainedthatwe werejustlik e thepeoplein thedisplaysatthe Commonwealthnstitute. A schoolgroup
visiting Madridtold theteachethatwe werejustlik ethe Arawak Indian gures in thewaxmuseunacross
thestreet.Thentherehave beenthosechildrenwho aresimply fascinatedy thespectacleywe heardmary

a child in Sydneg, whereour cagesatin front of an exhibit featuringgiant mechanizednsects,yelling

“Mommy, Mommy, | don't wantto seethebugs.| wantto staywith the Mexicans!”

Thetenorof reactiongo seeing‘undiscoreredAmerindians”in a cagechangedrom localeto locale;we
noted,for example,thatin Spain,a countrywith no strongtradition of Protestantmorality or empirical
philosophyoppositionto our work camefrom conserativeswho wereconcernedvith its political impli-
cations,andnotwith the ethicsof dissimulation.Somepatternshowever, repeatedhemseles.Audience
reactionswverelargely divisible alonglinesof race class,andnationality Artistsandculturalbureaucrats,
the self-proclaimedelite, exhibited skeptical reactionsthat were often the most anxiety-ridden. They
sometimesexpressedh desireto rupturethe ction publicly by namingus, or arrived armedwith skep-
ticism asthey searchedor the “believers; or parodiedbelieversin orderto join the performance.At
the Whitney Biennial the performersof DanceNoiseand CharlesAtlas, amongothers,screamedoudly
at Gomez-Péia to “free his genitalia”whenhe unveiled a crotchwith his penishiddenbetweenhis legs
insteadof hanging.Severalyoungartistsalsocomplainedo our sponsorghatwe werenot experimental
enoughto be consideredjoodperformancert. Othersatthe Whitney andin Australia,wheremary knew
thatwe werepartof the Sydne Biennaledismissedur pieceas“not critical” Onewomanin Australiasat
down with heryoungdaughtelin front of the cageandbeganto apologizevery loudly for “having taken
ourlandaway” Trying to determinevhoreally believedthe ction andwhodidn't becamdesssigni cant
for usin the courseof this performancehan guring out whatthe audiences senseof the rules of the
gameandtheirrolein it was.

Peopleof colorwhobelieved,atleastinitially, thattheperformancevasreal,attimesexpressedliscomfort
becausef their identi cation with our situation. In WashingtorandLondon,they madefrequentrefer
encedo slavery, andto the mistreatmenbf Native peoplesandblacksaspartof their history. Cross-racial
identi cation with usamongwhiteswaslesscommon but in Londona recentlyreleasedx-corvict who
appearedo bevery drunkgrabbedhe barsandproclaimedo uswith tearsin his eyesthatheunderstood
our plight becausdénewasa “British Indian” He thentook off his sweatermandinsistedthat Gomez-Pé&ia
put it on, which he did. In generalwhite spectatordendedto expresstheir chagrinto our zoo guards,
usuallyoperatingunderthe assumptiorthatwe, the Amerindians werebeingused.They oftenaslkedthe
zooguardsf we hadconsentedo beingcon ned, andthencontinuedwith a politely deliveredstreamof
guestionsaboutour eating,work, andsexual habits.

Listeningto thesereactionsvasoftendif cult for the zoo guardsand museumstaf peoplewho assisted
us. Oneof our zoo guardsin Spainactuallybroke down andcried at the end of our performanceafter
receving aletterfrom ayoungmancondemningSpainfor having colonizedindigenousAmericans.One
guardin Washingtorandanotherin Chicagobecameso troubledby their own cognitive dissonancehat
they left the performancesarly The directorof Native Americanprogramsfor the Smithsoniartold us
shewasforcedto re ect on the ratherdisturbingrevelationthat while shemadeefforts to provide the
mostaccuraterepresentatiof Native culturesshecould, our “fake” sparlked exactly the samereaction
from audiencesStaf meetingdo discussaudiencaeactionsvereheldatthe Smithsonianthe Australian
Museum,andthe Field Museum. In all the naturalhistory museumsites,our projectbecamea pretext
for internaldiscussion@boutthe extent of self-criticismthosemuseumsould openlybe engagedn. In
Australia, our projectwas submittedto an aboriginalcuratorialcommitteefor approval. They accepted,
with the stipulationthattherebe nothingaboriginalin the cage andthatexhibition casef aboriginese
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addedo our chronology

Otheraudiencemembersvho realizedthat we wereartistschastisedus for the “immoral” actof duping
our audiencesThis reactionwasratherpopularamongthe British, andemegedalsoamongintellectuals
and cultural bureaucratsn the United States.| shouldherenotethatthereare historical precedent$or
the moralisticresponseso the ethnographiaisplayin Britain andthe United Statesbut in thosecases,
the appealasto theinhumanityof the practice,not to the ethicsof fooling audienceswhich the phory
anthropologistsvho actedasdocentsn AmericanDime Museumsoftendid. A famouscourt casetook
placein the early nineteenthcenturyto determinewhetherit wasright to, exhibit the HottentotVenus,
andblackministersin theU.S.in the earlytwentiethcenturyprotesteddtaBengas beingexhibitedin the
Bronx Zoo. Neitherprotesttriumphedover the massappeabf the spectacléo whites.

The literalism governing Americanthoughtcomplementshe liberal belief that we caneliminateracism
throughdidactic correctves; it also encouragesesistancdo the ideathat consciousmethodsmay not

necessarilyransformunconscioustructuref belief. | believethatthis situationexplainswhy moralizing

interpretersshifted the focus of our work from audiencereactionsto our ethics. The reviewer sentby

the WashingtonPost, for example,was so furious aboutour “dishonesty”that she could barely contain
herangerandhadto betaken away by attendants A MacArthur Foundationrepresentatie cameto the

performancewith his wife andthey took it uponthemselesto “correct” interpretationsn front of the

cage. In a meetingafter the performancethe Foundationrepresentate referredto a “Poor Mexican

family' who wasdeeplygratefulto his wife for explainingthe performanceo them. After receving two

written complaintsandthe WashingtonPost review, the directorof public programgor the Smithsonian
Natural History Museumgave a talk in Australiaseverely criticizing us for misleadingthe public. We

have heardthat he hassince changedhis position. What we have not yet fully understoods why so

mary of thesepeoplefailed to seeour performancesinteractve, andwhy they seemto have forgotten
the tradition of site-speci c performancewith which our work dovetails, a historical developmentthat
precedegerformancart's theatricalizationn the 1980s.

Onthewhole,audienceesponsetendedo belesspedantiandmoreoutwardly emotional.Somepeople
who weredisturbedby the imageof the cagefearedgettingtoo close, preferringinsteadto stay at the
peripheryof theaudience BarbaraKrugercameto seeusat the University of California, Irvine andwent
chaging out of the gallery assoonasshereadthe chronologyof the humandisplay ClaesOldenbeg,
ontheotherhand,satat a distancen Minneapolis,watchingour audiencesvith a wry smileon his face.
The curatorof the Amerindiancollectionat the British Museumcameto look at us. As sheposedfor a
photo,sheconcededo oneof our EdgeBiennialrepresentatiesthatshefelt very guilty. Hermuseurrhad
alreadydeclinedto give us permissiornto be displayed.Othersfound lessdirectwaysof expressingsuch
anxiety A feministartistfrom New York questionedisaftera public lecturewe gave onthe performance
in Los Angeleslast yeatr suggestinghat our piece had “failed” if the public misreadit. One young
white woman Immak erin Chicagowho attendedhe performanceshovedup afterwardat a classatthe
Universityof lllinois andyelledat Gomez-Péaiafor being“ungrateful”for all thebene tshehadreceved
thanksto multiculturalism. Sheclaimedto have goneto the performancewvith an African Americanman
who was“equally disturbed”by it. Gbmez-Péia respondedhat multiculturalismwasnot a “gift” from
whites, but the resultof decade®f struggleby peopleof color. Several feministartistsandintellectuals
atperformance the United Statesapproachednein the cageto complainthatmy role wastoo passve,
andberatednefor notspeakingout only dancingasif my actities shouldsupportheir political agenda.
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Whitesoutsidethe U.S. weremoreludic in their reactionsthan Americanwhites, andthey appearedo
be lessself-consciousaboutexpressingtheir enjoymentof our spectacle.For example,businessmein
LondonandMadrid approachethe cageto make stereotypicajungle animalsoundshowever, notall the
reactionsverelighthearted A groupof skinheadsittacledGomez-Pé&iain Londonandwerepuffed avay
by audiencanembersscoresof adolescents Madrid stayedat the cagefor hourseachday, tauntingus
by offering beercans lled with urineandothersuchdelicacies.Someof thosewho understoodhatthe
cagepiecewasperformancert madea point—in private—ofexpressingheir horror at others'reactions
to us, perhapsasa way of disassociatinghemselesfrom their racial group. One Spanishbusinessman
waitedfor me afterthe performancevasover to congratulatane on the performanceintroducedme to
his son,andtheninsistedthat | agreethatthe Spaniard$had beenlessbrutal with the Indiansthanhad
the English. The overwhelmingmajority of whiteswho believedthe piece,however, did not complainor
expresssurpriseat our conditionin a mannerthat wasapparento us or the zoo guards. No American
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ever asked aboutthe legitimacy of the map(thoughtwo Mexicansdid), or the taxonomicinformationon
the signs,or Gbmez-Péaia's made-uplanguage.An older manat the Whitney told a zoo guardthat he
remembereabur island from National Geographic. My dance,however, was severely criticized for its
inauthenticity In fact,duringthe pressreview at the Whitney, severalwriters simply walked away just as
| began.

Thereactionsof Latin Americandifferedaccordingo class.Many upperclassLatin Americantouristsin
SpainandWashingtonD.C.,voiceddisgustthattheir partof theworld shouldberepresentedh suchade-
basedmanner Many otherLatin AmericansandNative Americangmmediatelyrecognizedhe symbolic
signi cance of the piece,expressingsolidarity with us, analyzingarticlesin the cagefor otheraudience
membersandshawing their approval to us by holding our handsasthey posedfor photographsRegard-
lessof whetherthey believedor not, Latinosin the United StatesandEuropeandNative Americansnever
criticized the hybridity of the cageervironmentandour costumedor being “unauthentic. OnePueblo
elderfrom Arizonawho sawv usin the Smithsoniarwentsofar asto saythatour displaywasmore“real”
thanary other statementiboutthe condition of Native peoplesin the museum.”l seethe facesof my
grandchildrerin thatcagé€, hetold a museunrepresentatie. Two Mexicanswho cameto seeusin Eng-
land left a letter sayingthat they felt thatthey wereliving in a cageevery day they spentin Europe. A
Sahadoranmanin Washingtonstayedwith usfor an extendedperiod, pointing to the rubberheartsus-
pendedrom thetop of thecage saying, That heartis my heart. Ontheotherhand white Americansand
European$ave spenthoursspeculatingn front of usabouthow we could possiblyrun a computeyown
sunglasseandsnealers,andsmole cigarettes.

In Spaintherewere mary complaintsthat our skin was not dark enoughfor usto be “real” primitives.
The zoo guardsrespondedy explaining thatwe live in a rain forestwithout muchexposureto the sun.
At the Whitney, a handfulof older womenalso complainedthat we weretoo light-skinned,one saying
thatthe piecewould only be effective if we were“really dark’ Thesedoubts however, did notstopmary

from taking advantageof our appareninability to understanduropeananguagesmary menin Spain
madehighly chagedsexual commentsaboutmy body, coaxingothersto addmoremoney to thedonation
box to seemy breastamove as| danced.| wasalsoasked out on datesa few timesin London. Many

otherpeoplechosea morediscreetway of expressingheir sexual curiosity, by askingthe zoo guardsif

we matedin publicin the cage.Gomez-Péaia foundthe experienceof beingcontinuallyobjecti ed more
dif cult totoleratethanl did. By theendof our rst threedaysin Madrid, we beganto realizenotonly that
peoples assumptionsiboutus werebasedupongenderstereotypeshut that my experiencesasa woman
hadpreparedneto shieldmyselfpsychologicallyfrom theviolenceof public objecti cation.

| may have beenmorepreparedbut duringthe performancesye bothwerefacedwith sexual challenges
thattransgressedur physicalandemotionalboundariesin the cagewe werebothobjecti ed, in asense,
feminized, inviting both male and female spectatordo take on a voyeuristic relationshipto us. This
might explain why womenaswell asmenacteduponwhatappeargo be the erotic attractionof a caged
primitive male. In Sydne, our sponsoringnstitution, the AustralianMuseumof Natural History, was
approachedby a femalereporterfrom a soft-pornmagazinevho wantedto do a photospreadn which
shewould appeatoplessfeedingus bananasndwatermelon Shewasrefusedoy the museunpublicist.
Interestingly womenwere consistentlymore physicalin their reactionswhile menwere moreverbally
alusive. In Irvine, awhite womanasledfor plasticglovesto be ableto touchthe malespecimenpegan
to stroke his legs,andsoonmovedtoward his crotch. He steppedack,andthe womanstopped—hit she
returnedthatevening,eagerto discussour feelingsabouthergesture.ln Chicago,anothenmwomancame
up to the cage grabbechis headandkissedhim. Gomez-Péia's ex-wife hadlawsuit paperseliveredto
him while we werein the cageat Irvine, andsubsequenthappearedn a maskandbizarrecostumewith
avideocameraandproceededo tapeusfor over anhour. While mentauntedme,talkeddirty, asked me
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out,andevenblew kissesnot oneattemptedhysicalcontactin any of our performances.

As | presentedhis “reverseethnographyaroundthe country peopleinvariablyasledmehow | felt inside
the cage. | experienceda rangeof feelingsfrom panicto boredom.| felt exhilarated,and even playful
attimes. I've alsofallen asleepfrom the hot sunandbeenirritable becausef hungeror cold. I' ve been
ill, andoncehadto be removedfrom the cageto avoid vomiting in front of the crowd. The presencef
supportve friendswasreassuringbut the moreaggressie reactionsbecamdessandlesssurprising.The
night beforewe beganin Madrid, | lay awake in bed,overcomewith fearthatsomedementedPhalangist
might pull agunon usandshootbeforewe could escape Whennothingof thatsorthappened, calmed
down andnever worried aboutour safetyagain.| have to admitthat! likedwatchingpeopleon the other
sideof the bars. The morewe performedthe morel concentrate@n the audiencewhile trying to feign
the completebewildermentof anoutsider Although| lovedthe intentionalnontheatricalityof this work,
| becameincreasinglyaware of how engagingin certainactvities can triager audiencereactions,and
actedon thatrealizationto testour spectatorsOver the courseof theyear | grew fond of the extremists
who verbalizedheir feelingsandinteractedwith usphysically regardlessof whetherthey werehostileor
friendly. It seemedo methatthey hada certainbravenessevencouragethatl don't know | would have
in their place. Whenwe cameuponTiny Teeshan Minnesota,| wasdumbstruckat rst. Not evenmy
own performancéiadpreparednefor thesadness saw in hereyes,or my own ensuingsenseof shame.

Onememoryin particularcameto the forefront of my mind aswe traveledwith this performance. It
involvedanencountet hadover adecadeago,whenl was nishing collegein Rhodelsland,wherel had
studied Im theory | hadmetaninternationallyknown Frenchethnographiclmmak erin his sixtiesata
seminarhe wasgiving, andtold him | plannedto spendtime in Franceafter graduation.A yearlater, |
receveda phonecall from him while | wasin Paris. He hadfound mewith the help of a studentfrom my
almamater He told mehewasgoingto begin productionon afeatureandmightbeableto offer meajob.
After having spentpartof the summerasa translatorsalesgirlat a departmenstore,l wasexcited by the
prospecof Imrelated work. We arrangedo meetto discusshis project.

Eventhoughwe werecorversingin alanguagd hadnot masteredit didn't take long for meto sensehat
the Immak er's interestanight be morethanprofessionall wasnot exactly preparedo dealwith sexual

adwancedrom amanwho could have beenmy grandather | thoughtl hadprotectednyselfby arranging
to meetin a public place,but he soonexplainedthatwe hadto leave the cafeto meetwith the producers
for areadingof the script. After fteen minutesin his car, | beganto suspecthattherewasno meeting
planned.We eventuallyarrived at whatlooked lik e an abandonedhousein a rural area,without another
soulin sight. He proudly announcedhat this wasthe househe had grown up in andthat he wantedto

shaw it to me. | wasby this time in a mild stateof shock,furiously trying to gure outwherel wasand

how to getaway safely

The Immak er proceededo go into a shednext to the houseandremove all his clothesexcepthis under
wear He emegedwith a manuallawn mower andwentto work on his garden. At onepoint heranup
to me andexclaimedthat he wishedhe could Im me nakedthere;l did not respond.At anotherpoint,
he handedme a baslet andtold meto gathemutsandberries.While my angermountedmy fearsslowly
subsidedas| realizedthat he was deeplyimmersedin his own fantasyworld, so self-inrvolved that he
hardly neededny participation.l waitedfor him to nish his playacting,andthentold him to take meto
theclosestrain station,which hedid, but notwithout grabbingme andripping my shirtasl gotout of his
car.

| gotbackto my apartmensafely | wasnot physicallyharmedput | wasprofoundlydisturbedoy whatl|
hadwitnessed.The ethnographicimmak er whosefamerestedon his depictionsof “traditional” African
societieshadprojectedhis racistfantasieontomefor his own pleasureWhatl thoughtl was,how | sav
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myself—thatwasirrelevant. Never hadl seenso clearly what my physicalpresenceould sparkin the
imaginationof anagingcolonialistpenert.

The memoryof that ethnographiclmmak er's gazehauntedme for years,to the point that| beganto
wonderif | hadbecomeparanoid. But |, having watchedbehaior only slightly more discreetthan his
from behindthe barsof our cage,canreassuranyselfthat| amnot. Thosearethe momentswvhenl am
gladthattherearerealbars.Thosearealsothetimeswhen,eventhoughl know | cangetout of thecage,
| cannever quite escape.

Amerindians

AMERINDIANS: 1) A mythicalPeopleof the Far East,connectedn legendaryhistorywith Senecand
AmerigoVespucci.

Althoughtheterm Amerindiansuggestshatthey werethe original inhabitantsof this continent,the old-
estauthoritieg(e.g.,ChristopherColumtusin his diaries,andmorerecently Paul Rivette)regardedthem
asAsianimmigrants,not Americans. Otherexplanationssuggestedre arborindians;tree people;, and
amerindians,;brown peopl€. Themostthatcanbesaidis thatamerindiansnaybethe nameof anindige-
nousAmericanstockthatthe ancientknew no moreaboutthanourseles.

AMERINDIANS: 2) Oneof the mary Englishtermsfor the peopleof Guatinau. In their languagethe
Guatinauipeoples word for themselessigni es “outrageoushbeautiful”or “ ercely independent.They
are a jovial and playful race,with a genuineaffection for the debrisof Westernindustrializedpopular
cultur. In formertimes,however, they committedfrequentraidson Spanishships,disguisedasBritish pi-
rateswhencecomesheirfamiliarity with Europearculture. ContemporaryGuatinauishave only recently
begunto travel outsidetheirisland.

Themaleandfemalespecimensereondisplayarerepresentatiesof thedominantribe from theirisland,
having descendeffom the Mintomani stock. The maleweighsseventy-two kilos, measured.77meters,
andis approximatelythirty-seven yearsof age. He likes spicy food, burritos, and Diet Coke, and his
favorite cigarettebrandis Marlboro. His frequentpacingin the cageleadsexpertsto believe thathewasa
political leaderon hisisland.

The femaleweightssixty-threekilos, measured.74 meters,andappeargo bein herearlythirties. She
is fond of sandwichespadthai, andherbtea. Sheis a versatiledancer andalsoenjoys showving off her
domestictalentsby sening voodoodolls, servingcocktails,and massagindner male partner Her facial
andbodydecorationsndicatethatshehasmarriedinto the uppercasteof hertribe.

Both of theGuatinauisarequiteaffectionaten thecage seeminglyuninhibitedin theirphysicalandsexual
habitsdespitethe presencef anaudience Their animistspirituality compelsthemto engagen periodic
gesturabrayerswhichthey dowith greatenthusiasmThey lik e to massagandscratcheachother enjoy
occasionalong embracesandinitiate sexual intercourseon the averageof twice a day. Anthropologists
atthe Smithsoniarobsened (with the help of surwillancecamerasjhatthe Guatinauisenjoy genderole
playing togetherafter dark, transformingmary of their functionalobjectsin the cageinto makeshift sex
toys by night. Visitorswho getcloseto themwill notethatthey oftenseekto fondlestrangersvhile posing
for photographsThey areextremelydemonstratie with children.
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Afterw ord

Over a yearhaspassedsincel wrote this chronicleandin thattime, two major eventshave taken place
thathave radically alteredmy understandin@f the perceptionandmisperceptionsf Two Undiscwvered
Amerindians... Onepertainsto the Latin Americanreceptionof thework. The otherinvolveslegal and
ethicalissuegelatingto the videodocumentarypf the performancesTheCouplein the Cage.

Throughouburtour of EuropeandAmerica,Guillermoandl werequestionedby colleaguessto why we
did notseekoutopportunitiego presenffwo UndiscoreredAmerindians ... in Latin America,to “our own
community’ soto speak.At rst, we respondedy sayingthatwe believedthatthe piecewasdesigned
primarily for rst world countries for placesin which the practiceof the ethnographiaisplayhadtaken
placeaspart of a colonial project. Several monthsafter we ceasedo carry out the piece,however, we
recevedaninvitation from the Fundacbn BancoPatriciosto take the cageperformanceo BuenosAires.
Thoughwe hadalreadydecidedthatthe performancéadrunits coursewe could not passup thechance
to testits possibilitiesin SouthAmerica. Beforeheadingsouth,we worried that performingthe piecefor
the Portdiosmight betoo muchlik e preachingo the corverted.

Our fearswere completelyunfounded.Our performancewhich took placein the ground oor vitrine of
the cultural centerat the busy downtown intersectionof Corrientesand Callaoavenuesturnedout to be
more corvincing to the Argentinesthanto ary otheraudiencewe hadhad. We receved several letters
from visitors who felt that our savage souls neededsaving, and that colonizationwould have insured
our corversionto the Christianfaith. The docentgold mary audiencenemberghatthey could attenda
paneldiscussiorafterthe performanceand several older peoplearrived, askingif a translatorwould be
providedsothey could nally corversewith us. Severalyoungmenspenthoursmakinglurid gesturest
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me, slipping me their phonenumbersandpoking fun at Guillermo. A manapproachedhe cageon our
rst nightondisplay andhurledacidat Guillermo,burninghis stomachandleg. The Foundationsecurity
guardwho was subsequenthassignedo watchout for us confessedis sexual fantasiesaboutme with

gleeafterthe performances| rodewith him in anelevator Anotheroldergentlemartold a docentthat
hewassurethat! would performsexual favorsfor anadditionalfee whenthe performancevasover.

Our pieceseemedo sere asanice brealerin anextremelyelitist culturalmilieu, drawing streetvendors,
poor childrenand otherswho had never beeninside the Foundationbuilding in their lives, often to the
dismayof the institution's regular patrons. Scoresof mestizosand indigenousimmigrantsto the city

from Bolivia, PeruandArgentinas northernregionswatchedus eveningaftereveningwith extraordinary
sadnesi their eyes. Meanwhile,dozensof Argentineintellectualssatsippingcoffeein the bardirectly

behindus, often pretendingto ignore the sceneunfolding beforethem. The mary psychologistsand
anthropologistsvho attendedveredividedasto whethersucha piecewastoo disturbingfor the Argentine
public, traumatizedy themilitary dictatorship With theexceptionof sucholdergeneratiorpolitical artist
luminariesasLeon Ferreriand Marta Minujin, mostof the local artistsandintellectualswe metinsisted
our work madeno sensetherebecauseArgentinawas “really” Europeanbecausdherewasno racism
in their country andultimately becauséAmericanminorities' obsessiomwith identity was parochialand
it generatednferior art. Someeven admittedthatthey hadbeendisappointedo discover that we were
not “real” Americanartists,meaningthat we werenot white. Much in the sameway thatthe Spainwe

hadvisitedwasrabidly rejectingits associatiowith its ex-coloniesasit experienceca momentof intense
yearningto breakwith its undemocraticeconomicallyunderdgelopedpast,Argentinaseemedo reject
us asa way of assertingts new statusas an economicallystabilizedtechnocrag aspiringto attainthe
“Americanway of life.” Only a handfulof peoplewe metremindedus that Argentinahad conductedts

own highly successfuexterminationcampaignsgainstts indigenouspopulationsaroundthe sametime

thatAmericanshadconqueredhe West.

It is still suggestedhatour performancavasanessayin fanciful self-indulgencebut the historicalnight-
mareswe alludeto have becomeall too realfor comfort. A currentlegal disputeregardingownershipof
thedocumentanaboutour performanceTheCouplein the Cage, hasforcedusto experiencan the esh
the implicationsof ethicaldebatesaboutcultural propertyandappropriationthat have penadeddiscus-
sionsof bothdocumentarylmmaking andart by andaboutindigenouscommunities.After two yearsof
conductinghistoricalresearchand oneyear of performances@Guillermo and| hadaccumulatedeveral
hoursof videodocumentationvhichincludedinterviens with audiencenemberghathadbeenconducted
underour supervision.In addition,we had compiledan extensive archive of photographsand sketches
documentinghe history of the practice,and| hadwritten this chronicleto sene in partasa conceptual
underpinningof the documentary

After editing was completed,a disputearoseover whetherour efforts were sufcient to establishsole
ownershipof thedocumentaryin theabsencef adocumentvith afew magicwords,it wasclaimedthat
thearrangementf pre-«isting elementsreatedy Guillermoandmyselfsoradicallyalteredtheintegrity
of the performanceasto make it somethingelsealtogether More to our horror, it seemedo us asif the
cageperformancenddocumentatiorf its historicalantecedentaierebeinginterpretedasraw materials
for anexercisein sampling.

GuillermoandI paniclked,fearing,asdo mary artistsworking in ephemeraforms,thatour only meanof
sustaininghelife of our performancevould be seriouslydamaged.The morelegal opinionswe sought,
themorecomple theissuesnvolvedbecameHow doesoneprovethatour ction, whichonly couldexist
in thelive interactionswith others,wasa scriptedeventandthatediting could have only reconstitutedt?
How doesoneimpressupondocumentarianghat a performanceartist's likenesss not raw materialbut
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self-consciouslgonstructedrt?

Over the pastyear | have felt trappedin a frightful chapterof history that had resurbcedbefore my
eyes. Therewere the circus and freak shov managerof yore, claiming that they had “made us” into
Guatinauisandthat without themwe were nothing. Therewerethe anthropologist®f the early century
insistingthat we had performedour identity without knowing, that we hadno properconceptof how to
recordour culture and represenbursehes andthereforeneededhemto nd anorderin our madness.
And therewerethe myriad pseudo-liberalocumentariang/ho believedthatthe “reality” they captureis
alwaysspontaneouslgeneratedonly to be formedinto somethingneaningfulby their magictouch. As
performerswe have nolegal meando secureownershipof our time-basedrtform otherthanto claimits
documentatiorasour property As experimentalartists,we hardly have the meansto protectour rights,
andfacea legal systemin which notionsof aesthetiovalue musttranslateinto money in orderto make
senseo thosewe contractto represents. The so-calledprimitive superstitionthat photographersteal
soulshadbecomeerrifyingly real.

As of this writing, the lasttraceof the Guatinauigs the subjectof a pendinglawsuit againstme. In the

ageof ongoingcopyright warsoverrapmusic,sufcient ambiguitieshave beencreatedsothatanarrange-
mentof pre-&isting elementscanbe construedo prevail. After yearsof interrogatingthe implications
of the ethnographigaze,our having to suffer the legal implicationsof having someoneclaim to have

“discovered”ushasbeenthe mostpainful andironic lessonof the Guatinauiworld tour.
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