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PERFORMANCE

Laura Weigert

Although we might describe the modern museum-going experience as a ritual,
we tend to agree that prior to the emergence of this institution art was experienced
under much more regulated and ceremonialized conditions. Yet when we speak of
an artwork’s devotional, liturgical, ritual, or processional use, or when we refer to
it simply as devotional or liturgical, we sgem to be talking about more than just the
nature of this setting or about an artwork’s function as object within it. It seems we
are assuming two points about artistic production and reception: that art was made
to be seen within temporally and spatially limited circumstances, and it was within
that setting that an artwork acquired its meaning. The word “performance” and its
conceptual offspring “performative” offer a vocabulary to describe these fundamen-
tal characteristics of medieval art. The following essay provides a schematic history
of the two terms and their application in the study of the Middle Ages, and then turns
to an example of their use in the interpretation of a medieval artwork.

History of the Term

The Oxford English Dictionary proposes two etymological origins for “per-
form™ (OED, s.v. “perform™). Either the word derives from the Old French par
or per plus “former,” “former,” or “furmer,” meaning “to carry through in due
form™: or, it derives from the more common Old French parfournir: “to complete,
to carry through to completion, to finish, to perfect, or to provide what is lack-
ing.” According to the OED. Chaucer is the first author to use the word in English
(Troilus 11.7.a), followed by Wyclif (Phil. 1.6; OED, s.v. “perform,” 1.a). In the
seventeenth century “perform” was linked to the stage, and then quite significantly
by Shakespeare, who used the verb to describe the process of acting or playing a
part or character (The Tempest 111.1ii.84; OED, 1.4.c). 1t was also in the seventeenth
century that “performance™ was used first to describe the enactment of a play or
a piece of music for an audience (OED, s.v. “performance,” 3.a). Although the
French word “parformance” was first used at the end of the fifteenth century, its
association with a public spectacle appears only in the eighteenth century; this use
of the word derives from English.'
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62 Laura Weigert

In their various forms in English and French, “perform™ and “performance”
imply a temporally limited action. “To perform™ assumes the end point of a proce-
dure that requires a beginning point: a task is completed; an actor assumes a role
and then sheds it; the play or piece of music lasts for a predetermined span of time.
“Performance™ evokes an act or an event, inscribed within and limited by a fixed
span of time. From their earliest use in the fourteenth century, the words focus on
an act or the agent who is responsible for it. However, their transformation in the
seventeenth century introduced an audience or the public as an implicit component
of their definition: *“to perform™ and “performance™ are actions or acts that take
place before and are intended for the benefit of an audience.

“Performance™ developed as a theoretical concept in the twentieth century
within the context of two distinct traditions in the humanities and social sciences.
On the one hand, it became associated with models of communication and meaning
making in linguistics and the philosophy of language.? Noam Chomsky opposed
“competence™ to “performance™ in order to differentiate between an individual’s
knowledge of how to construct and understand grammatical sentences—that is, an
ideal capacity for language use—and his or her actual production of language in spe-
cific instances.’ The word “*performative™ was developed in English in the domain
of speech act theory and then adopted from this origin in other European languages.
J. L. Austin was the first to use the term in 1955 (OED, s.v. “performative,” A).*
Following Austin, a performative is a particular kind of utterance that accomplishes
an action as the words are spoken, such as, “I do,” stated within the vows of the
marriage ceremony. John Searle expanded this limited category of performatives to
argue that an individual establishes the meaning of language through contextually
specific speech acts. And in a second stage he argued that non-language acts, such
as the attribution of value to currency, are also performative; that is, they have no
foundation outside of a group’s collective imposition of worth on a piece of paper
or metal.® In each case the efficacy of language is determined not by the inherent
meaning of words and grammatical structures but by their communicative success
in spatially and temporally bound acts involving both an agent and a recipient.

The second tradition within which performance was theorized was as an
explanatory model for human behavior and identity formation. Scholars primarily
in the fields of anthropology and cultural studies, ranging from Clifford Geertz and
Erving Goffman to Victor Turner and Richard Schechner, invoke the seventeenth-
century association of performance with orchestrated events before a public as a
metaphor to describe individual and group activity and behavior.” Consequently,
they maintain a focus on an audience, even if that audience is fictive or imagined,
and on an action or activity that is limited in time. Although the objects of their
study and the conclusions they draw vary greatly, there is a commonality in this
scholarship: it seeks to understand social behavior as a function of learned and
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repeated activities, rather than as natural or instinctive. In turn, it considers that
these activities contribute to the formation of individual and community identity.
within this tradition, Judith Butler drew explicitly on speech act theory to formu-
late a model of gender and sexual identity as constituted through repeated acts, the
contours of which are defined by and through regulative discourses.® And Michel
de Certeau, acknowledging his debt to Noam Chomsky, emphasized the agency
of social actors to redefing,commodities and cultural products through their indi-
vidual creative practices.’

In its designation of a wide range of social activity as performance, this
scholarship has effectively diminished the divide between stage-based theater and
other forms of human expression. Institutional factors such as the foundation of
departments of performance studies and theater history also have contributed to an
expansive definition of performance, which incorporated aspects of everyday life,
in addition to more traditional forms of audience directed activity." Equally influ-
ential in this process was the creation of the term “performance art™ in the 1960s."
As the topics of academic teaching and research expanded beyond the stage, artis-
tic practice moved outside the confines of the gallery or museum. This new artistic
form referred initially to works that integrated the artist’s body, and then became
associated with ones that involved their audiences both physically and/or as active
agents in the constitution of meaning.

The historical use of the words “performance” and “performativity” can be
summarized under three general headings. First, drawing on its etymology, “perfor-
mance” refers to an event demarcated by a beginning and an end point, which takes
place before an audience. Second, the word refers to any act of display by human
beings or groups, which establishes their individual or communal identity. Third,
“performativity” refers to a process of interpretation or meaning making that takes
place at each exchange between an audience and an event, object, or activity.

“Performance” and “Performativity” in Medieval Scholarship

Scholars in a variety of disciplines have recognized the potential of “perfor-
mance” and “performativity” to capture and articulate distinct aspects of medieval
society, such as the complex history of and interaction between orality and literacy,
and the way in which ceremonial occasions regulated the lives of individuals and
established the authority of civic and religious institutions and leaders. The three
uses of these words sketched above have provided a productive framework for
evaluating the role of pictures and texts within medieval culture and as interpretive
models for investigating these artifacts as evidence for the past.

“Performance,” in the first sense, has provided a framework for scholars to
focus on the reception of various kinds of texts—pictorial, written, and notational—
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by audiences within temporally demarcated circumstances. For musicologists this
was a logical move, since notation implies the physical transmission of a melody
within a fixed time span. Leo Treitler was the first to consider the relationship
between the notational record and its performance in his study of the transmis-
sion of Gregorian chant.”” Similarly, scholars of medieval drama have shifted
their focus on the designation of authoritative play scripts to thinking about these
texts as documents of their production before an audience.”” Scholars in all fields
have, in turn, recognized the aural reception of the medieval texts they study."
This has resulted in productive investigations into the specific contexts in which
audiences experienced texts, such as civic proclamations of charters, the singing
of love poetry, and reading practices among noble women. It has also resulted in
the reevaluation of manuscripts as evidence for their use in these situations. Rather
than aspiring to identify or create an authoritative edition of a text, scholars con-
sider each manuscript as a distinct manifestation of a set of information, which
itself was experienced differently under varying circumstances.

One of the significant byproducts of the incorporation of the term “per-
formance™ into medieval scholarship is that it mitigates the force of arbitrary
distinctions between types of ceremonies. The term bridges any artificial divide
between what might be categorized as either liturgical, ritual, or theatrical. “Lit-
urgy” was first used to describe prescribed religious practices in the sixteenth
century; the first appearance of “ritual™ as related to religious practices was in
the seventeenth century.’* The word “theater” was used in the Middle Ages, but

it referred to ancient Roman spectacle, not to the contemporary orchestration of

religious drama or farce. There are certainly differences between orchestrated
events in a church setting by members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and either
self-directed actions repeated by individuals or groups outside the church, or
occasional events featuring lay people and organized by civic authorities. There
are, however, similarities between these events and the choice of liturgical,
ritual, or theatrical to describe them does not necessarily provide a sufficient
explanation for how one event differs from another. The use of the broader term
“performance” encourages us to describe and evaluate the specificity of each
event in its own historical terms.

“Performance™ was developed as an interpretive model for human behavior
and action within medieval studies and it has been applied to a range of social activi-
ties and events. Victor Turner’s study of Christian rites of passage identifies and
describes the significance of institutionalized rituals in the integration of individuals
into a community.'” His work prompted a body of scholarship on the role of reli-
gious practices and ceremonies in the formation of individual and communal iden-
tity. Crucial to this work are two ideas: religion is not to be understood as a given
set of prescriptions, texts, or beliefs but as a set of practices adopted and repeated by
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individuals and through which they establish and confirm their place within a group:;
and identity and community are not automatically attributed but created through
repeated acts. Within the civic sphere “performance™ is invoked in reference to the
symbolic practices through which the power of the ruler or the social status of indi-
viduals is configured and conveyed.'* Here too the emphasis is on how characteristics
and institutions that might appear natural or automatic are, in fact, the result of codi-
fied social processes. Power or social status is not an inherent quality possessed by
an individual; it is established and confirmed through ritualized activities and events.

The focus on the conditions of reception of medieval texts has initiated
approaches that incorporate “performativity™ in the third sense. Manuscripts pro-
vide evidence for a process through which the meaning of words and pictures was
realized or completed as they were experienced by readers, listeners, and view-
ers. In some cases the manuscript allows us to recover a trace of an event, which
required a speaker’s or singer’s improvisational and corporeal involvement for
its enactment. Paul Zumthor’s work on twelfth-century love lyrics, for instance,
demonstrates that surviving poems provide the basis for a variety of combina-
tions of the same set of themes, which when sung expressed the lover’s desire for
his beloved.® Sylvia Huot shows, in turn, that the transcription and illustration
of these love lyrics in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century illuminated manuscripts
provide evidence for the poet’s self-definition as both singer and as writer.”” For
other scholars, the manuscript offers clues for a reader’s active involvement with
the object. Pamela Sheingorn and Robert Clark’s detailed studies of the mise en
page, parchment, illuminations, and other markers rely on a model of what they
term “performative reading,” in which the audience established the connections
between these components of the manuscript thereby creating the meaning of the
text.”’ These detailed studies of groups of manuscripts integrate a definition of
meaning making that draws on the claims of speech act theory. However, “per-
formativity™ has also entered medieval studies simply as an adjectival form of
“performance.” In this use of the term the audience’s response or experience often
becomes the object of study, rather than the way a particular artifact or text pro-
duces meaning. The word has come simply to mean related to or like a “perfor-
mance.” It could be an object, text, or event that initiates a performance on the part
of its audience, or that initiates and/or contributes to a performance of some kind,
like a ceremonial or ritual occasion.

The Example of Rogier van der Weyden’s Deposition from the Cross
The increased use of the terms “performance” and “performative”™ in medi-

eval art history signals a shift in the discipline, away from artist-based studies
to those emphasizing reception and away from iconographic studies that seek to
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establish a single meaning for an artwork to a recognition that its meaning is con-
tingent on the circumstances within which it was viewed. The focus in art historical
scholarship on reception and context has, in many cases, diverted attention from
or even ignored the specificity of an individual work of art. The origin of the term
“performativity” in the third sense, as it developed in linguistics and the philoso-
phy of language, locates the creation of meaning in the exchange between an agent
and a recipient. If we carry this model to art historical inquiry, the work of art is the
agent and the viewer(s) are the recipient. The work of art is thereby a necessary but
not sufficient component of the hermeneutic process. Recent scholarship has also
profited from the methodological rigor with which the terms “performance” and
“performativity” have been developed in other fields. These studies range from
a focus on the physical context in which artworks were viewed, to the way they
contribute to the formation of communities and the construction of identity, to the
more general process of how pictures convey meaning.?

In order to illustrate schematically how the three senses of “performance” and
“performativity” might be engaged in interpretive practice, I turn to Rogier van der
Weyden’s Deposition from the Cross, currently housed in the Prado (Fig. 1).* The
Louvain Greater Crossbowmans Guild or one of its members probably commis-
sioned the painting, which was produced between 1430 and 1435. The Deposition
was displayed on the high altar of the guild’s chapel, Our Lady Outside the Walls,
until 1548, when it was exchanged for a copy by Michiel Coxcie.* This painting is
distinguished not only by the sophistication of interpretations it has generated but
also by the extent to which its interpreters have focused on the relationship between
the painting and its viewers, on the one hand, and its physical and ceremonial set-
ting, on the other. Because this literature and the painting itself are so familiar as not
to require a lengthy introduction, the Deposition provides an instructive example
with which to differentiate between the three senses of the term.

In its basic function as an altarpiece, the painting was created for and per-
ceived within the temporal limits of the Mass, its “performance.” The nature of this
event can be reconstructed based on the general features of this sacrament and the
specific features of the Louvain chapel. The visual impact of the celebration of the
Mass incorporated, among other things, the officiant and supporting clergy, their
gestures, the high altar, the Deposition placed above it, and the surrounding archi-
tecture and church furnishings, including a polychromed pieta from the fourteenth
century located in the chapel.* The event also incorporated the spoken and sung
words, and the smell of candles and incense and the heat they emitted. Once this
type of information is gathered, an interpretation of 7he Deposition might proceed
to discuss how the painting contributed to the general theological content of this
“performance.” The painting refers directly to God’s sacrifice and the redemption
it promises, the doctrine enacted through the sacrament. The display of the corpse



Fig. 1. Rogier van der Weyden, The Deposition. Madrid, Museo del Prado. (Photo: Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY.)
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at the center of the composition served to emphasize the presence of Christ’s body
and blood in the Eucharist, at the moment of transubstantiation.* The painting
thereby visualizes and explains the symbolic and doctrinal significance of the sac-
rament as it takes place on the altar.

Within this temporally and spatially delimited viewing context—the per-
formance of the Mass—the painting, in turn, can be understood to have prompted
a performance on the part of its audience. This performance could take a variety
of forms. We might consider, for instance, that it initiated a process that estab-
lished the viewer’s position within the official church both doctrinally and socially.
As doctrine, the Mass enacts God’s sacrifice; the viewer then was witness to the
possibility of salvation and was transformed as spiritually worthy of salvation at
cach celebration of the sacrament. By participating in this ceremony, the viewer
established and confirmed his or her place within the official church and his or her
reliance on its hierarchy. Or we might consider that the expressivity of the figures
and their various emotional responses prompted the viewer to identify with them.
The viewer adopted the appropriate attitude of reverence and sorrow towards the
depicted event. Through this process the viewer performed an act of devotion, a
performance which transformed him or her into a pious individual.”” Finally, we
might focus on how the Deposition contributed to the performance of the Greater
Crossbowmans guild’s status within the city of Louvain and its religious hierarchy.
The gilded crossbows in the spandrels of the painted frame, the arched back of
Mary Magdalene, and the arc created by Jesus’s curved body and arms refer iconi-
cally to the attribute of this guild.? Within the site of the painting’s display, these
signs were associated not only with the guild as a whole but also with its represen-
tatives in Louvain, spanning from the distant past to its present configuration. In
this process the current members of the guild became part of a distinct community
in Louvain, with a privileged position within its civic and religious institutions.*

If we turn to the performativity of the Deposition, our discussion shifts from
a description of a particular process involving a particular artwork and audience to
a conceptual understanding of the hermeneutic process. The meaning of the paint-
ing is not fixed or preestablished on its surface: it is produced at each encounter
between the painting and a viewer. Following this model, the Deposition initiates
a series of possible associations that are actualized by the viewer. For instance,
the postures of figures suggest connections between them, which, in turn, parallel
other accounts of their relationship. Thus the inverted shapes, formed by the prone
bodies of the Virgin and Christ, create a visual parallel between the two figures
and then evoke a body of texts comparing their suffering.* Or, despite its common
title, the Deposition recalls four separate events: the Crucifixion, the Lamentation,
the Deposition, and the Entombment. The viewer associates the figures and actions
within the painting to some or all of these stories relating to Christ’s Passion,
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circulated through a wide range of written, spoken, and pictorial texts. In a preced-
ing, simultaneous, or subsequent move, the viewer associates the figures’ gestures
with physical human responses known through the codification and assimilation
of emotions. Alternately or concurrently, she or he evaluates the similarity of the
painted figures to other forms of visual representation, such as sculpture, sculpted
altarpicces, tapestry, fabric, jewels, metalwork, and processional stages. The paint-
ing prompts the viewer to make such associations and to form units of meaning
with them.

Although “performativity” provides a model for how all artworks signify,
the process in which the viewer establishes associations between the forms within
an artwork and outside of it, and creates meaning from these associations is unique
to each encounter between artwork and viewer. The variety of meanings an artwork
generates ranges from significant to tiny, depending on whether it is perceived
under the same conditions or not, by individuals with a similar background and
experience or not, or living at the same time in history or not. For instance, outside
the celebration of the Mass the viewer might relate the painted body of Jesus to an
idea of or a recollection of the sacrament, or to a memory or image of mourning.
The spectrum of potential meanings and their affect on a viewer generated by this
process is vast but can also be circumscribed historically. Consequently, it is pos-
sible to retrieve, to a certain extent, the range of plausible meanings that an artwork
generates at a particular historical moment.
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