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Abstract 

 

Destabilising Critique. Personae in between self and enactment   

Jesse van Winden 

 

This study discusses the use of personae in performance as critique. My three case studies, Christoph 

Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich (2000), Renzo Martens’ Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008), and 

Banksy’s Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), all feature one or more personae: ambiguous figures in 

between naturalness and modes of performing. They are staged in their common site of signification, 

of which the spectator receives a sometimes heavily mediated documentation. These personae can be 

understood as performing figures that an artist uses to implicitly embody the themes that are discussed 

explicitly in a performance itself. 

 The cases I analyse, actualise three different meanings of performance simultaneously, up to 

the point where they become indistinguishable. A persona is performed in the theatrical sense of 

enactment, a staged rendering traditionally belonging to the domain of art. At the same time, the 

persona embodies a role or social function. Using plot, presentation, rhetoric and mise-en-scène, the 

critical persona takes shape in such a manner that both social environment and spectator may believe it 

to be natural, while it actively reflects codified norms and conventions. It is at this intersection of 

theatrical performance, embodiment, and scriptedness, as the distinct meanings of ‘performance’ 

conflate, that the persona is enabled.  

 Further questioning the distinction between performance and naturalness is the fact that 

people, objects and phenomena that are not intrinsically part of the performance are rendered 

accomplices: inadvertently or involuntary, the artist makes them instruments of his/her project. At this 

point it not only becomes difficult to tell what is ‘real’ and what is ‘staged’, but the direction of the 

social commentary becomes ambiguous as well, as it is unclear what is intended and what is corollary, 

what is straightforward and what is hypocritical: the critique – understood as praxis questioning  

governance – destabilises the experience of invested truths. 
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Prologue 

Jane Castleton: enacting, embodying, redirecting and destabilising social relations 

 

It was in Andrea Fraser’s 1986 debut performance lecture Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here 

that she first introduced the world to the persona Jane Castleton, the most obvious predecessor of the 

critical personae discussed and analysed in this thesis.
1
 As a museum docent, Jane Castleton shows 

unexpecting visitors around the New Museum in New York City. The guided tours are parodying 

collages of factual information, informal sentiments, theoretical puns, theatrical gesticulations, cross-

cultural references and verbose speculations on different forms of desire and subjection, in a comical 

yet mature fusion of quotations and her own words, which also appeared to mimic public discourse.
2
 

Fraser appropriated what she perceived as normative and conventional in contemporary society and 

focalized these ‘found’ expressions and attitudes through a museum perspective, the “surrogate 

museum docent” (George Baker)
3
, thereby engaging in “subversive mimicry” (Jan Verwoert)

4
 of the 

institution’s social roles. Tangible features of museum operations as well as found carriers of social 

meaning production made up the material for Fraser’s “metaphors in production”, highlighting class 

and gender relations.
5
 Castleton’s fictional nature was never mentioned at the time of the lecture 

performances, suggesting to the spectators they were going on an ordinary tour of the museum.  

 What was Fraser’s mode of performing? And what does the invention of this figure add? At 

this point I consider Castleton a persona, defined as an ambiguous figure in between naturalness and 

various modes of performance. The notion of the persona will continue to be questioned and further 

demarcated throughout this thesis.  

 

A museum docent is a focus of identification for museum visitors, who attribute to him or her a role 

within the museum system quite unlike the one they would attribute to an artist: the docent is an apt 

and accessible representation – and representative – of the art world. Fraser has described Castleton as 

a critical and discursive agent, “a site of speech constructed within various relations constitutive of the 

museum”.
6
 Castleton, then, enacts a personification of various phenomena that the museum represents; 

she is a highly stylized figure forming the connective tissue between Fraser’s metaphors and the 

                                                                 
1 The second time Jane Castleton appeared was in The Fairy Tale: A Gallery Talk (Artists Space, New York, 1986). In The 

Public Life of Art: The Museum (The Metropolitan Museum of Art and The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1988-89, co-

production with Louise Lawler) Fraser makes use of the persona as well, but it was not until her third Jane Castleton 

performance in Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1991 that Fraser gained 

international reputation. I will discuss here the rather lesser known Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here because it 
questions gender issues explicitly, and because it does not limit itself to questions related to the museum in case. In so doing 

it relates more heavily to this thesis’ case studies that will be introduced in the Introduction. In terms of medium it is 

important to note that Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here exists solely as a historical fact with written documentation, 

published with footnotes and the epilogue Artpaper (March 1988). Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk, on the contrary, was 

initially a real-time performance, subsequently recorded (without spectators) on behalf of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
This contemporary ‘re-enactment’ is part of the museum’s collection, and has gained an autonomous, non-documentary form 

(see: http://www.philamuseum.org/press/releases/2004/394.html, accessed 12 June 2014). In this sense, Castleton was 

institutionalized as a meta-museum docent. The continued performance of the Jane Castleton persona offers a perspective on 

her function within Fraser’s critiques, which I will continue to discuss. 
2 I base my discussion of this performance lecture on the transcript: Andrea Fraser, ‘Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts 
Here (Excerpt)’, in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), Andrea Fraser, Works: 1984 to 2003 (exhibition catalogue, Kunstverein in 

Hamburg, 2003), Cologne: Dumont Literatur und Kunst Verlag, pp. 240-243. 
3 Art historian George Baker defines ‘surrogate’ in this context as “a postmodern strategy problematizing the notion of 

originality [...], reflecting upon the art object’s substitution for and objectivation of actual social relations” in his essay 

‘Fraser’s Form’, in: Dziewior, ibid., p. 57. 
4 Critic Jan Verwoert in his review of Fraser’s 2003 retrospective at Kunstverein in Hamburg, Frieze, 80, January-February 

2004, accessed on 9 July 2014 through: http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/andrea_fraser1.  
5 In the final sentences of the epilogue, Fraser acknowledges the wider scope of her critique: “[Jane Castleton’s] speech is not 

reflexive but different. It is not a mirroring of the exhibition, but a series of metaphors in production which evoke a network 

of material and sexual relations in which the museum is only one term.” Fraser, op. cit. (2003), p. 243. 
6 Andrea Fraser’s profile of Jane Castleton in: ‘Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk’, transcript of the 1989 performance 

lecture with contemporary stage directions, epigraphs and footnotes, in: Yilmaz Dziewior, op. cit. (2003b), p. 251, note 4. 
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personification of various issues that those touch upon. To perform a meta-educational museum tour 

for actual museum visitors means staging a critical discourse that reflects on the everyday reality it is 

set in. Jane Castleton can breach the monolithic institution – and will continue to do so after Damaged 

Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here
7
 – precisely when Fraser performs her as a breach.

8
 

 One scene from Damaged Goods is particularly telling for Fraser’s mode of performing. 

Leading the group of museum visitors – initially unaware of the unusual nature of the tour they are on 

– to the ladies room, Castleton draws their attention to the sign on the door: 

 

Move in closer – this is a small work and I want all of you to be able to see it. The 

consideration of material support in this work, with its brilliant appeal to the contextual 

function of the image undermines [...] the art work’s traditional claim to autonomy, to 

transcendent meaning or truth. This particular image – as those of you who are familiar with 

so-called international symbols may already know – is supposed to represent a woman. A 

woman, or rather even women in general, women as such, women as a universally 

homogeneous category.
9
  

 

The sign is taken for art, whose qualities of unconditional value and uniqueness exist in opposition to 

the use value of functional objects. Gregg Bordowitz has referred to this displacement of value as 

‘misrecognition’, used strategically by Fraser to show the performativity of our perception: one 

reflects what one is confronted with (“rendering apparent the specular relations implicit in the act of 

viewing”).
10

 Fraser uses misrecognition as a metaphor for the reduction of sovereign subjects to 

objects with a use value. When Castleton refers to the men’s room sign located in another part of the 

building, she regrets that “the installation doesn’t allow us to make a proper comparison, because an 

appreciation of this work really depends on its contrast to that other image.”
11

  

 Emphasizing the representations on the signs, Castleton questions the reduction of ‘woman’ to 

simple and instantly recognizable features (which in fact also neglect actual sexuality), as well as the 

likeness between all women as opposed to men as a different monolithic category. Those features, 

indicated by a triangular form mimicking a dress, leads Castleton to imagine herself as a dress, a 

metaphor about ontological confusion – mistaking functional signs for art, mistaking subjects for 

objects . The reversal of the subject and its appearance is marked by the proposal of considering 

oneself a fashion object. In the final movement of the scene, Castleton explicates a desire for turning 

into representation itself: “I’d like to resemble a woman. Wouldn’t it be nice to resemble a woman?”
12

  

 Fraser’s enactment of Castleton is ironic and reflects the conventions and norms in which the 

museum partakes. Her aim is strategic: Castleton embodies a variety of commonplaces that are made 

explicit in order to allow the spectator to reflect on them. Fraser has articulated Castleton’s function 

within the performance during her tour using terms from the museum’s very own protocols for 

docents: “to provide you with an enjoyable, perceptive experience with our art objects...”. She adds an 

equally ironical personal view when she explains that the New Museum only initiated a Docent 

                                                                 
7 In Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk .  
8 In a preparatory letter to Andrea Miller-Keller, the curator of Fraser’s (non-Castleton) performance Welcome to the 

Wadsworth (1991), Fraser explains her modus operandi as unstitching the seams that conceal and represent social conflict: “‘I 

have come to see art museums as compromise formations set up to protect the interests of one class while responding, in a 

displaced way, to the demands of another. In this way they’re like symptoms; they cover over conflict with displaced 

representations. Such representations exist as seams, which I then try to unstitch.’” Andrea Fraser, ‘A Letter to the 
Wadsworth Atheneum’ (March 12, 1991), in: Yilmaz Dziewior, op. cit. (2003c), p. 254. 
9 Fraser, op. cit. (2003a), pp. 241-2. 
10 Gregg Bordowitz, ‘Geography Notes, A Survey’, in: The AIDS Crisis is Ridiculous and Other Writings: 1986-2003, 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 11. See also Bordowitz’ autobiographical film Fast Trip, Long Drop (1993), in which he 

reflected on relations between his HIV infection, representation, identity, and politics. 
11 Fraser, op. cit. (2003a), p. 242. 
12 Ibid., pp. 241-242. 
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Program because all museums have one, that the docents are usually unpaid, and that the volunteers 

are motivated by the desire to be part of the social class associated with the museum – although a 

footnote reveals that the latter view is quoted from one of The New Museum’s actual docents.  

 The mechanism of the Jane Castleton persona, as well as the artist’s intentions, are discussed 

with theoretical precision in the immediate proximity of the performance itself, namely in the 1988 

publication of the Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here script. The difference between what the 

original performance lectures must have been like and the annotated publication of the script (and to a 

lesser extent, the autonomous video registration) is striking. Fraser uses the possibilities offered by the 

textual format to explicate her critique, but in a transparent and clear, perhaps docent-like way. In the 

epilogue Fraser states that Jane Castleton “is neither a character nor an individual.” Instead, “she is an 

object, a site determined by a function.”
13

 Castleton’s function is firstly prescribed by her role as a 

museum docent: the object of the visitor’s demand to know about the work presented, the demand to 

know about one’s position in relation to the museum, the social class that supports and ‘owns’ it, and 

“what position one should take up”.
14

 Demands, clearly, that can hardly be met. Secondly, Fraser 

conceived of Castleton as an agent to reach behind the shiny flawless facade, expose the museum’s 

concealed reproduction of social relations, and contrast this representation with the very issues she 

perceives within those social relations. This museum docent, therefore, is not merely a museum 

docent. “When she addresses the works in the exhibition, she does not speak as a docent, but as the 

subject of sexual differentiation, as a member of a particular class [...]. Her speech is not reflexive but 

different”, Fraser writes in the epilogue.
15

 Fraser reveals the performativity of social relations as 

normative scripts by enacting, embodying (as Castleton), redirecting, and destabilising them at the 

same time.
16

  

 Jane Castleton, however, can hardly be considered a ‘guerrilla’ museum docent, since 

Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here resulted from an invitation extended to Fraser by the 

curator Brian Wallis.
17

 Like much of her subsequent work within institutions, the critique of invested 

truths Fraser offers is encapsulated within an institutional context. As Fraser has argued more recently, 

this is true for most of the historical examples of what we have since the 1980’s come to call 

institutional critique.
18

  

 

  

                                                                 
13 Ibid., p. 242. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., p. 243. ‘Reflexive’ here roughly signifies embodying social conventions. See also note 5. 
16 Later, in relation to Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk , the social position of the museum docent is further fathomed by 
Fraser as “the Museum’s representative”, “a figure of identification for a primarily white, middle-class audience”, and, 

importantly, a volunteer aspiring less to professional competence than the actual museum staff (Andrea Fraser, op. cit. 

(2003c), p. 251: note 3). It is easy to see that the Castleton persona is further developed when Fraser makes statements about 

the social infrastructures within the art world, most explicitly about those which the volunteer is part of. As to the 

characterization of Jane Castleton, Fraser remarks “I would like to consider her less as an individual ‘character’ with 
autonomous traits than as a site of speech constructed within various relations constitutive of the museum. As such, Jane is 

determined above all by the status of the docent as a non-expert volunteer. As a volunteer, she expresses the possession of a 

quantity of the leisure and the economic and cultural capital that defines a museum’s patron class. It is only a small quantity – 

indicating rather than bridging the class gap that compels her to volunteer her services in the absence of capital; to give, 

perhaps, her body in the absence of art objects. Yet is it enough to position her in identification with the museum’s board of 
trustees, and to make her the museum’s exemplary viewer” (Ibid.: note 4).  
17 Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), Andrea Fraser, Works: 1984 to 2003 (exhibition catalogue, Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2003), 

Cologne: Dumont Literatur und Kunst Verlag, p. 108. 
18 Andrea Fraser, ‘From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique’, in: Artforum, September 2005, pp. 100-105 

(102): “...the idea that institutional critique opposes art to institution, or supposes that radical artistic practices can or ever did 
exist outside of the institution of art before being ‘institutionalized’ by museums , is contradicted at every turn by the writings 

and work of Asher, Broodthaers, Buren, and Haacke.”  
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1. Introduction 

 

This thesis aims at answering the following research question: How is the persona, defined as an 

ambiguous figure in between ostensible naturalness and various modes of performing, used in 

performance as critique? Critique is understood here along the lines of Judith Butler. She bases her 

discussion notably on Michel Foucault’s 1978 lecture ‘What is critique?’ and on the first volume of his 

The History of Sexuality (1978), but her first step in defining it as distinct from judgment departs from 

Raymond Williams. She quotes him saying “what he called for was a more specific kind of response, 

one that did not generalize too quickly: ‘what always needs to be understood,’ he wrote, ‘is the 

specificity of the response, which is not a judgment, but a practice.’”
19

 The notion of critique as 

offering a practice of values informs Foucault, Butler says.
20

 It “begins with questioning the demand 

for absolute obedience and subjecting every governmental obligation imposed on subjects to a rational 

and reflective evaluation”, and exposes the moral codes as a lived history that constitute subjects and 

their formation (‘governmental’ should be read as dominant ideology of any kind).
21

 Foucault’s 

questioning is a critical practice, asking “how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of 

those principles, with such and such an objective in mind and by means of such procedures, not like 

that, not for that, not by them.”
22

 The questioning is an act of dissent: “Not to want to be 

governed....not wanting to accept these laws because they are unjust because...they hide a fundamental 

illegitimacy.”
23

 Critique is that which exposes this illegitimacy.  

 The personae in the case studies of this thesis embody different forms of government, expose 

their mechanisms, conventions and laws. They are not exposed as illegitimacy, but they are exposed so 

they can be perceived as such. In relation to implied “rules of conduct”, critique questions authorities 

that claim to be absolute and aims for the self-transformation of the subject: “To be critical of an 

authority that poses as absolute requires a critical practice that has self-transformation at its core.”
24

 

This self-transformation consists of a particular “stylization of the self in relation to the rules”,
 25

 

Butler says, that allows for Foucault’s ultimate understanding of critique as “the movement by which 

the subject gives himself the right [...] to question truth on its effects of power and question power on 

its discourses of truth.”
26

 

                                                                 
19 Judith Butler, ‘What is Critique? An Essay on Foucault’s Virtue’. Published in different forms: as the Raymond Williams 

Lecture, Cambridge University, May 2000, then published in longer form in David Ingram (ed.), The Political: Readings in 

Continental Philosophy, London: Basil Blackwell, 2002, and the present version for European Institute for Progressive 
Cultural Policies, . Retrieved through: http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print, on 6 August 2014. Butler cites from: 

Raymond Williams, Keywords, New York: Oxford University Press, 1976, p. 76. 
20 “I believe this last line also marks the trajectory of Foucault’s thinking on this topic, since ‘critique’ is precisely a practice 

that not only suspends judgment for him, but offers a new practice of values based on that very suspension.” (Ibid., np.) And: 

“Foucault’s contribution to what appears as an impasse within critical and post-critical theory of our time is precisely to ask 
us to rethink critique as a practice in which we pose the question of the limits of our most sure ways of knowing, what 

Williams referred to as our “uncritical habits of mind” and what Adorno described as ideology [...].”(Ibid.)  
21 “Thus, in section 3 of that same introduction, Foucault makes clear that it will not suffice to offer a chronicled history of 

moral codes, for such a history cannot tell us how these codes were lived and, more specifically, what forms of subject-

formation such codes required and facilitated.” (Ibid.)  
22 Ibid.  
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. ‘Rule of conduct’ is taken from this sentence in Butlers text: “Moreover, the critical practice in question turns out to 

entail self-transformation in relation to a rule of conduct.” (Ibid.)  
25 “The critical practice does not well up from the innate freedom of the soul, but is formed instead in the crucible of a 
particular exchange between a set of rules or precepts (which are already there) and a stylization of acts (which extends and 

reformulates that prior set of rules and precepts). This stylization of the self in relation to the rules comes to count as a 

‘practice.’” (Ibid.)  
26 Foucault’s definition: “If governmentalization is...this movement through which individuals are subjugated in the reality of 

a social practice through mechanisms of power that adhere to a truth, well, then! I will say that critique is the movement by  
which the subject gives himself the right (le sujet se donne le droit) to question truth on its effects of power and question 

power on its discourses of truth.” (Ibid.) 

http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print
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 Although they use various media in different ways, the case studies discussed here, Christoph 

Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich (2000); Renzo Martens’ Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008); and 

Banksy’s Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), all frame practices and performances of codified morals. 

They are questioning and critical formalizations of the relations between truth and power, staged to be 

interpreted by the spectator. Enacting self-transformation (as a formalized anticipation of a self-

transformation on behalf of the subject, perhaps), they provoke an awareness of the epistemological 

horizon of an ideological, everyday landscape. The questioning takes the form of instability: the 

performances employ diverse ways of acting, but all evoke a rational and reflective evaluation by the 

spectator on how a subject forms itself, or rather, is formed by “an authority that poses as absolute”.
27

 

They invite questioning obedience to ideology as well as the reasons and conditions of that obedience. 

Their common ground that is most relevant to this thesis, however, is that they employ personae to 

perform the critique. Drawing on disciplines such as anthropology, social psychology, history of 

science and performance studies, one can differentiate a variety of approaches to persona, departing 

roughly either from a notion of public figures, what I will call a public persona, or a more theatrical, 

performative background, what I will call an aesthetic persona. As I will argue, in these aesthetized 

but otherwise natural environments it is increasingly difficult to make this differentiation, and it is 

precisely the conflation of different notions of persona that enables the critique. 

 

Andrea Fraser’s use of a persona allows her to shape a performance figure that in her fictional identity 

implicitly personifies themes that are discussed explicitly within the performance itself. With 

Castleton, Fraser realizes three different meanings of performance which I will briefly outline here, 

and elaborate on further in Chapter 2. Fraser enacts Castleton in the theatrical sense, as a fictional and 

staged rendering traditionally belonging to the domain of art but concealing rather than explicating this 

enactment. Secondly, Castleton embodies the social role and function of museum docent as a site of 

signification, modelled after a specific socio-economic class. Furthermore, Castleton reflects and 

reiterates the conditioning qualities of this class as manifested in her fictional identity.  

 The elements in Castleton’s plot – the sign, the museum docents, the security system, the 

museum building, both as architecture and power structure, to name just a few – become involved in 

her critique both directly and as representations of something larger. This holds true for all three cases 

analysed in this thesis: people, objects and phenomena that are not intrinsically part of the 

performance, are rendered accomplices, perhaps inadvertently or involuntary, agents within the artist’s 

project. This further confuses the already hazy distinction between the natural and the staged, between 

performers and people, emphasising, too, the imploding distinction between aesthetic and non-

aesthetic (public and social) personae. 

 The way the personae and their ‘accomplices’ function differs from case to case, but in the 

works of Schlingensief, Martens and Banksy, even more than with Castleton, there certainly is one 

common denominator: the ambiguity of the personae renders the critique ambiguous as well. It 

becomes more difficult to tell what is ‘real’ and what is ‘staged’, what is intended and what is 

corollary, what is straightforward and what is hypocritical: just as the critique is enabled by the 

conflation of modes of performance, it is destabilised. This production of critique through the use of 

personae in performance is the subject of this study.  

  

                                                                 
27 Butler on Foucault: “In his view, critique begins with questioning the demand for absolute obedience and subjecting every 

governmental obligation imposed on subjects to a rational and reflective evaluation. Although Foucault will not follow this 

turn to reason, he will nevertheless ask what criteria delimit the sorts of reasons that can come to bear on the question of 

obedience. He will be particularly interested in the problem of how that delimited field forms the subject and how, in turn, a 

subject comes to form and reform those reasons. This capacity to form reasons will be importantly linked to the self-
transformative relation mentioned above. To be critical of an authority that poses as absolute requires a critical practice that 

has self-transformation at its core.” (Ibid.) 



9 

 

Each chapter discusses a performance where personae are an important part of the social critique, and 

to a degree, the critique of art. The order of these case studies is chronological as well as informed by 

an increasingly complex structure of the relationship between the persona and its critique – by degree 

of performance, one could say. 

  

Christoph Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich (2000) was a multi-media and intermedial Aktion 

offering a critique of the increasingly xenophobic nationalist policies and populism in Austria. Film 

and theatre director Schlingensief did this at the time of the government participation of the FPÖ, an 

anti-immigration right wing party, and while the reality TV-show Big Brother was at the height of its 

popularity. As part of the Viennese cultural festival Wiener Festwochen, he stages a show in which 

(what appear to be) real asylum seekers are held in a container dwelling, while people can (allegedly) 

vote them out of the show and, by extension, out of the country, as if it were a xenophobic version of 

Big Brother. The asylum seekers can be considered a collective persona.
28

 They produce meaning in 

relation to a variety of representations of xenophobia, instrumentalized in a way that renders the 

location a highly semantic stage. 

 Schlingensief can be considered a persona as well: it is difficult to tell whether he is being his 

natural self or enacting his public persona, that of an activist media personality, both on location, on 

television and in other media. He is the pivot in an event which strategy is one of ‘over-identification’ 

(Slavoj Žižek). Appropriating and embodying formal qualities and symbols as well as argumentation 

structures based on a sometimes exaggerated variant of his antagonist’s ways, Schlingensief attempts 

to subvert and reveal the essence of their implied governance of the public sphere.  

 Other public figures gradually become somehow part of the project, as does the general 

audience present on location and in the public discourse on deportation, ethics, media, subversion, and 

so on. The main agents in Schlingensief’s critique (asylum seekers’ collective persona, representations 

of xenophobia, and Schlingensief’s persona) work together to create a disruption of the public 

representation of Austria. This disruption became a spatio-temporal stage for the general public to act 

on. 

  

The second case study discusses Renzo Martens’ Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008), a film set in the 

Congo, documenting Martens’ performance. Like Schlingensief’s, Martens’ performance persona 

cannot be adequately distinguished from the ‘real person’ behind it. We can furthermore speak of a 

persona because Martens realizes a number of personifications of attitudes affiliated with the social 

issues raised in Enjoy Poverty (comparable to Castleton’s embodiment of a certain social class): a 

critique of development aid, global social inequality, and the hypocritical role of Western 

contemporary art, but foremost the reproductive role of Western media, which is the film’s main 

object in a variety of ways.  

 Martens tries to help local photographers earn more money by teaching them to take pictures 

of the misery that surrounds them – instead of the usual weddings and village parties – and send them 

to Western press agencies. This cynical manoeuvre does not succeed, as the photographers are not 

taken seriously. Various important agents (such as Médecins Sans Frontières, plantation owners and 

local art world people) are visited before Martens reverses policy, and explains to village people 

during impromptu parties that they have to accept and celebrate their poverty. The Congolese people 

do not seem to be literally staged and performed, yet they function as characters in Martens’ plot, as a 

collective persona rather than as individuals.  

  

                                                                 
28 See chapter 2.2 for a definition of collective persona.  
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In the final chapter on Banksy’s film Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), there are two personae and an 

important modulation of one of them. Banksy ‘himself’ is explicitly staged as his public persona: a 

street artist, unrecognisable, obscure, pseudo-illegal. His counter actor, Thierry Guetta, is a frivolous 

shop owner who has the habit of shooting his life 24/7 on video camera. During the film he turns into 

the street artist Mr. Brainwash, an embodiment of the superficiality and commercialism of pop art and 

street art. Mr. Brainwash is a vital part of Exit Through the Gift Shop’s critical plot.  

 A central device in the film is its indeterminacy: while the plot seems ‘too good to be true’, 

Exit Through the Gift Shop does have all the formal and structural elements of a documentary film. 

Also, Mr. Brainwash has existed in real life outside of Banksy’s film, both before and after, having 

various exhibitions of which one is central to the film – but of course this is by no means an indication 

that Mr. Brainwash is indeed a real person. In fact, Mr. Brainwash is staged in real life, while the 

character is informed by Guetta’s character traits. This simulation-like motive is reflected in many 

components of Banksy’s critique: Guetta’s camera-lust as symbol of registration without reflection, 

the centrality of Hollywood referring to mediatized artificiality, the commercial and reproductive 

nature of his art, and the name of Mr. Brainwash, just to name a few.  

 As I will demonstrate, Mr. Brainwash represents a set of governing and performative features 

of the street art scene, which Banksy criticises, while he ‘himself’ is an active but concealed 

participant in this. Therefore, Exit Through the Gift Shop’s critique is really a critique of the invested 

truths his public persona negates. 

  

The modes of performance that these presumed personae manifest to redirect invested truths need to 

be analysed. They are not evident. Is Schlingensief consciously or unconsciously performing a social 

role? Is Martens enacting a role, an appropriation, an over-identification, or are we looking at the man 

himself? Is Mr. Brainwash a concealed demonstration of the way identities are formed by the 

conditions in which a subject comes to being? 

 As indicated, these three case studies are performances framed differently. Schlingensief 

staged his critique within the site of its object and chose the mediation, but let the action take its own 

course within a live, everyday reality. Martens and Banksy, on the other hand, staged their critiques 

likewise within their subject matters’ particularities, but were nonetheless able to choose and direct 

their staging meticulously. Martens presents a finished art object, Banksy does so too, but actually 

embeds a character in reality as well (a covert Aktion, possibly). In the latter cases, much more than 

with Schlingensief, the critiques are fictionalized from the outset. I will return to this question of 

staging when discussing theatricality.   

 Another difference between the works are the modes of intervention. Jane Castleton was 

ironically and strategically pretending to be a museum docent, but the enacted nature of Fraser’s 

persona must have become apparent relatively quickly. Schlingensief’s temporary intervention 

dominated the Viennese and Austrian political spheres and its images left quite an impression. 

Martens’ ‘emancipation programme’, as he has called it, did engage subjects in a project that was only 

artistic from the point of view of the film. Its intervention was real, but also symbolic, probably not 

intended to succeed in its proclaimed intention of emancipating Congolese photographers, but rather in 

emancipating the Western art world spectator of the film, far away from the site of the project. In that 

sense, the intervention is artistically conventional. In another sense it is not: it confronts the spectator 

with his/her co-responsibility for the depicted misery. Exit Through the Gift Shop is a film 

documenting the creation of a character that is inserted in reality, and gains a successful public persona 

as an artist. More than the others’, Banksy’s intervention implodes traditional distinctions of art and 

life, fiction and documentary, and subject and object. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

This thesis aims to come to terms with an interdisciplinary set of practices from the disciplinary 

background of visual art. The thesis borrows from other disciplines, notably in conceptualizing 

persona as shaped by anthropology, social psychology, history of science, and performance studies, as 

well as performance as shaped by performance studies and gender studies. Both persona and 

performance, the core notions of this thesis, are ambiguous terms, strongly developed in various 

directions. I will therefore put them in perspective of their respective traditions, demonstrating the 

overlap of their ambiguities. Following that, the method of this thesis will be discussed. 

 

2.1 Persona 

 

The words ‘person’, ‘personal’ and ‘personality’ are derived via the Latin persona, ‘mask’ or 

‘character’ from ancient Greek πρόσωπον, ‘face’ or ‘mask’. It was used to refer to the masks and 

costumes that actors in classical drama wore to explicate their enacted character. Notions such as 

personality, individuality, authenticity and selfhood are thus codified from the outset as modalities that 

are conditioned by conscious assumption and contextual determination. The term persona has 

developed and attained different significations over time. Before outlining a provisional demarcation, I 

will give a historically motivated overview of its use in different disciplines.  

 

Mauss 

The French anthropologist Marcel Mauss has shown that persona has been simultaneously understood 

as “the true nature of the individual”, and “an artificial ‘character’ (personnage), the mask and role of 

comedy and tragedy, of trickery and hypocrisy – a stranger to the ‘self’ (moi).”
29

 Mauss’ 1938 lecture 

‘A category of the human mind: the notion of person; the notion of self’ is a seminal anthropological 

study on the origins of the Kantian ‘self’, the Ich and the development of our notions of personhood 

and selfhood.  

 According to Mauss, the notion of the self developed in roughly four stages. In role-based 

societies personnage, names, identity and social structure are mutually dependent, inherited, 

maintained stable, and ritualized by symbolic masks, guises, and attributes.  

 Our words for person and personality are derived from the Latin theatrical mask, persona, a 

device establishing the bearer’s agency as an “artificial role”. Our concept of ‘person’, however, 

becomes traceable in Roman law. Mauss says that “all freemen of Rome were Roman citizens, had a 

civil persona”, although it excluded slaves.
30

 The Roman development of persona was not merely 

legal. In the ritualistic economy of public regards this coincided, Mauss argues, with a co-occurrence 

(“confusing”) of the cognomen (the honorary or military and sometimes hereditary pseudonym) with 

the imago (the wax mask moulded on the face of a deceased ancestor).
31

 In other words, the individual 

gained a private self at the same time as gaining a constructed public persona, a social construct 

indicating a subject’s identity as perceived by a general public. Comparably and roughly 

simultaneously, the Greek word πρόσωπον, ‘mask’, attained the same legal and social significations as 

                                                                 
29 Marcel Mauss, ‘Une catégorie de l’esprit humain: La notion de personne, celle de “moi”.’ Un plan de travail’ (1938), 

transl. by W.D. Halls as: ‘A category of the human mind: the notion of person; the notion of self’, in: Michael Carrithers, 

Steven Collins, Steven Lukes (eds.), The Category of the Person, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, p. 17. 
Translator’s italics in original.  
30 Ibid., p. 16: “I believe that the revolt of the Plebs, the right to full citizenship that, following upon the sons of senator ial 

families, was gained by all the plebeian members of the gentes, was decisive [in taking the step from an environment of 

personae, masks and names, and individual rights to rituals and privileges]. All freemen of Rome were Roman citizens, all 

had a civil persona; some became religious personae; some masks, names and rituals remained attached to some privileged 
families of the religious collegia.” Italics in original.  
31 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
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persona: “The word πρόσωπον is extended to the individual, with his nature laid bare and every mask 

torn away, and, nevertheless, there is retained the sense of the artificial: the sense of what is the 

innermost nature of this ‘person’ (personne), and the sense of what is the ‘role-player’ 

(personnage).”
32

 This ambiguity of naturalness and artificiality still echoes in contemporary use of the 

notion, when the persona indicates a role that is not completely indicative of a self, nor completely 

someone different. Such a double understanding of persona will maintain throughout the discourse. 

 In Christianity, the person attained both a rational and a metaphysical quality, the person 

became a moral one. Citing the jurist Siegmund Schlossmann, a development occurred from the 

persona, “a man clad in a condition” to “a notion of the human ‘person’”, which according to Mauss is 

“basically” still our understanding of it, even though it was understood as a universality.
33

 What is 

more, persona gained an institutional signification, as also non-human legal entities such as 

corporations and religious foundations have since been called ‘moral persons’.
34

  

 A more individualized notion of the self arrived in the Enlightenment. Immanuel Kant 

rendered the individual consciousness a condition of Practical Reason. Johann G. Fichte rendered it 

the “category of the ‘self’ (moi), the condition of consciousness and of science, of Pure Reason.”
35

  

 Mauss’ contention that concepts of personhood are ever-changing and dependent on historical 

and cultural dynamics has been paradigmatic for anthropologists since. In fact, a statement such as “a 

whole immense group of societies have arrived at the notion of ‘role’ (personnage), of the role played 

by the individual in sacred dramas, just as he plays a role in family life”, could be compared with the 

contemporary notion that role-playing is central to any conception of selfhood.
36

 It also indicates 

Mauss’ study reveals persona as often public.  

 Mauss’ archaeology reveals many layers of signification on which our conception of ‘self’ is 

funded. The persona does not exist in Mauss’ historiography, rather, he shows that our understanding 

of personhood is historically ambiguous and reveals many layers of signification of which some are 

explicitly dependent on the word ‘persona’. While Mauss elaborates on diverse sources, Arnaldo 

Momigliano points out that Mauss fails to take into account the ancient Greek tradition of biography, 

which presupposes a sense of personality.
37

 Literary personae can be considered a reconstruction on 

the basis of sources that serve as its evidence. 

 

Jung 

The Swiss social psychologist Carl Gustav Jung has developed a socio-psychological notion of 

persona. In 1921 he described it as “that general idea of ourselves which we have built up from 

experiencing our effect upon the world around us and its effect upon us. The persona is, in 

Schopenhauer’s words, how one appears to oneself and the world, but not what one is.”
38

 Jung seems 

to refer to Schopenhauer’s essay ‘Further Psychological Observations’, where the latter already 

observed the similarities between social dynamics and drama: “The real meaning of persona is a mask , 

such as actors were accustomed to wear on the ancient stage; and it is quite true that no one shows 

himself as he is, but wears his mask and plays his part. Indeed, the whole of our social arrangements 

                                                                 
32 Ibid., p. 18, italics in original.  
33 Ibid., p. 19. Quotations taken by Mauss from Siegmund Schlossmann, Persona und πρόσωπον, im Recht und im 

Christlichen Dogma, Leipzig: Lipsius & Tischer, 1906. 
34 Ibid., p. 19. 
35 Ibid., p. 22. 
36 Ibid., p. 12. For contemporary notions, see for example Barbara Evers, ‘“Re-inventing” the Person. A non-Kantian 

approach to the self’, Accessed through: http://www.tasa.org.au/uploads/2011/05/Evers-Barbara-Session-27-PDF.pdf, on 14 

August 2014. 
37 Arnaldo Momigliano, ‘Marcel Mauss and the quest for the person in Greek biography and autobiography’, in:  

Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, Steven Lukes (eds.), op. cit. (1985), p. 83. 
38 Carl Gustav Jung, Psychological Types, in: Collected Works, Vol. 6, London: Routledge/Kegan Paul, 1971 (originally 

published as ‘Psychologische Typen’, Zurich: Rascher, 1921), p. 218.  

http://www.tasa.org.au/uploads/2011/05/Evers-Barbara-Session-27-PDF.pdf
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may be likened to a perpetual comedy [...].”
39

 Jung for his part already observed a correlation with 

what we have come to call performativity, as will be explained below, in a later and notably different 

statement than the one quoted above: “Every calling or profession, for example, has its own 

characteristic persona. [...] A certain kind of behaviour is forced on them by the world, and 

professional people endeavour to meet these expectations. However, the danger is that they become 

identical with their personas [...] Then the damage is done; henceforth, he lives exclusively against the 

background of his own biography.”
40

 Jung has noted the importance of representation and the media, 

the partly conscious development of personae, as well as the clinging to the symbols and symptoms of 

roles.
41

  

 

Daston and Sibum 

Historians of science Lorraine Daston and H. Otto Sibum take up where Mauss leaves off in order to 

historically trace a notion of the ‘scientific persona’ that would fit in a “middle course between 

scientific biography and the history of scientific institutions.”
42

 They situate persona as seemingly 

comparable to Jung’s later understanding of it: “Intermediate between the individual biography and 

the social institution lies the persona: a cultural identity that simultaneously shapes the individual in 

body and mind and creates a collective with a shared and recognizable physiognomy.”
43

 However, 

Daston and Sibum’s conception of the persona is not based in the individual. Rather the opposite: it is 

a meta-individual. It appears and disappears according to historical contexts, its traits mark a 

“recognized social species.”
44

 Such a persona is a public persona, a culturally recognized type of 

citations with “a group physiognomy”.
45

 Rarely can a literal or real individual be a model of a persona; 

often it combines elements of other personae.
46

 The embracing of a persona allows an individual to 

modify one’s being in the world in many facets (such as perception, character, and bodily 

demeanour).
47

 Daston and Sibum characterize the hybridity of the persona as an interaction between a 

society that gives it significance, and individuals that embody it: the relationship between individual 

and persona is porous.
48

 

 Daston and Sibum argue that a modern opposition exists in which the notion of the mask is 

opposed to “true self”, an opposition that falsely assumes only individuals are real while collective 

entities are aggregates, parasitic on, and derivative of individuals. Persona’s origin as mask, they say, 

“recalls the dramaturgy of masks as makers, not destroyers of true identities.”
49

 Persona, according to 

                                                                 
39 Arthur Schopenhauer, Parerga and Paralipomena: A Collection of Philosophical Essays, trans. T. Bailey Saunders, New 

York: Cosimo, 2007 (originally published as: Parerga und Paralipomena: kleine philosophische Schriften, Berlin: A.W. 
Hayn, 1851), p. 34. Italics in original.  
40 Carl Gustav Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, trans. R.F.C. Hull, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1968 (originally published as ‘Über die Archetypen des kollektiven Unbewussten’, in: Von den Wurzeln des 

Bewusstseins, Zürich: Rascher, 1954), pp. 122-123. 
41 Ibid. The full quote is: “Every calling or profession, for example, has its own characteristic persona. It is easy to study 
these things nowadays, when the photographs of public personalities so frequently appear in the press. A certain kind of 

behaviour is forced on them by the world, and professional people endeavour to come up to these expectations. Only, the 

danger is that they become identical with their personas – the professor with his text-book, the tenor with his voice. Then the 

damage is done; henceforth he lives exclusively against the background of his own biography.” 
42 Lorraine Daston and H. Otto Sibum, ‘Introduction: Scientific Personae and Their Histories’ in: Science in Context, Vol. 16, 
no. 1-2, March 2003, accessed through: http://journals.cambridge.org/abstract_S026988970300067X on 6 August 2014, p. 2. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid, p. 3. Fraser seems to use the Castleton persona because she can modelled as such a culturally recognised type: as “the 

Museum’s representative”, “a figure of identification for a primarily white, middle-class audience”, and, importantly, a 

volunteer aspiring less to professional competence than the actual museum staff. See Fraser, op. cit. (note 16).  
45 Ibid., p. 5. 
46 Ibid. 
47 “Once again, the interaction between the society that must grant significance to a persona and the individuals who must 

embody it occupies center stage, underlining the hybrid character of the persona concept between individual and society. 

Symbols, values, and meanings – the stuff of culture – are essential components in this interaction.” Ibid., p. 6.  
48 Ibid., p. 7. 
49 Ibid., pp. 3-4. 
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Daston and Sibum, should thus be seen as a vehicle of transformativity, creating selfhood rather than 

suppressing it, in relation to the identification of society at large. Whether Jung’s caution of being 

transformed by a persona was justified, remains to be seen.  

 

Rosenthal 

In contemporary theatre, the notion of persona as a mask persists. Yet it carries remnants of the self, 

Rachel Rosenthal says: “In acting, or playing a character, you want to impersonate the personality of a 

person that is not yourself. A persona, however, is an artefact, a fabrication that corresponds to what 

you want to project from within yourself. It is like taking a facet, a fragment, and using that as a seed 

to elaborate on. It is you and yet not you – a part of you but not the whole. It is not a lie but neither the 

full truth.”
50

 Rosenthal perceives the persona rather as a consciously chosen and elaborated part of the 

actor’s own personality, comparable to Daston and Sibum’s conception (more dependent on one’s 

individuality), and contrary to Jung’s later positioning, but not excluding Mauss’ notions.  

 

Auslander 

Discussing musical performance, American performance scholar Philip Auslander introduces the 

concept of the ‘performance persona’,
51

 modelled on Simon Frith’s ‘star personality’. The 

musicologist Frith defined the latter simply as “their [pop stars’] image”.
52

 He relates personae to a 

twin development he perceives as central to performance art: “objectifying the artist as the medium of 

the art; subjectifying the artist as the site of the narrative.”
53

 Auslander apparently saw the theoretical 

potential of the relations between these notions and further structured them. He distinguishes the 

performance persona or public ‘image’ from a ‘character’ or ‘song personality’ (Frith) that a performer 

enacts, and the supposed ‘real person’ behind those. Auslander’s performance persona is an artificial, 

transformative persona like Daston and Sibum conceived of it, but stands in between their “culturally 

recognized types” and Rosenthal’s “projection from within”.  

 Auslander problematizes Frith’s idea of a ‘real person’, not because he questions its possibility 

altogether, but because “even casual public appearances are manifestations of the performer’s persona 

rather than the real person”
54

: the dividing line between the persona as star personality and the ‘real 

person’ behind it is often difficult to draw. This indicates that a performance persona is particularly 

susceptible to theatricality, as will be discussed below, and that it may be considered an enactment 

also in off-stage settings.  

 Auslander furthermore refers to Richard Schechners ‘not – not not’ quality according to which 

“[every effective] performance is between a denial of being another (= I am me) and a denial of not 

being another (= I am Hamlet).”
55

 This recalls Rosenthal’s “you and yet not you – a part of you but not 

the whole [...] not a lie but neither the full truth.” Yet it also inverts the Roman simultaneous “true 

                                                                 
50 Rachel Rosenthal cited in Eelka Lampe, ‘Rachel Rosenthal Creating Her Selves’, in: Phillip B. Zarrilli, Acting 

(Re)considered. A Theoretical and Practical Guide, New York/London: Routledge, 2002 (second edition), pp. 296-7. 

Originally published in TDR, Vol. 32, No. 1 (Spring, 1988), pp. 170-190. Features of the Jane Castleton performance may be 

considered facets of Fraser’s individuality that are elaborated on. Such a trace can be seen when Fraser says in the epilogue: 
“When she addresses the works in the exhibition, she does not speak as a docent, but as the subject of sexual differentiation, 

as a member of a particular class [...]. Her speech is not reflexive but different”. Or, ironically: “I’d like to resemble a 

woman. Wouldn’t it be nice to resemble a woman?” See Prologue on Fraser.  
51 Philip Auslander, ‘Performance Analysis and Popular Music: A Manifesto’, in: Contemporary Theatre Review, Vol. 14 (1), 

2004, accessed through: http://lmc.gatech.edu/~auslander/publications/performance%20analysis.pdf, on 24 January 2014, p. 
6. 
52 Simon Frith, Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996, p. 212. 
53 Ibid., p. 205. 
54 Auslander, op. cit. (2004), p. 7. 
55 Richard Schechner, ‘Spectators Transported and Transformed’, The Kenyon Review, New Series, 3: 4 (Fall 1981), p. 88. 
Schechner locates this performance within a “field between a negative and a double negative, a field of limitless potential, 

free as it is from both the person (not) and the person impersonated (not not).” 
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nature of the individual” and “artificial character” as Mauss described it. A persona in this sense 

enables a performer to take position without confirming it, but also without vocalizing it merely 

through a distant character.
56

  

 

Brecht  

Schechner’s notion of ‘not – not not’ relates to Bertolt Brecht’s rejection of a performer’s complete 

conversion to a character. He witnessed the opposite in Chinese theatre, where an actor used to 

explicate his or her being on a stage as actor and as subject, demonstrating and reflecting on the act at 

the same time. According to Brecht, this allows “acceptance or rejection of actions and utterances take 

place on a conscious plane, instead of in the audience’s subconscious.”
57

 In a different article, 

Auslander has shown how this ability to take distance from the character while enacting it and 

demonstrating a social awareness about it towards the audience at the same time constitutes the use of 

a persona. In order to let the audience reflect consciously on social commentary, “the actor must be 

present as herself as well as in character and her own persona must carry greater authority than the 

role.”
58

 Brecht wants his actors to create for themselves an awareness of the contextuality of the 

character, for example by asking questions that arise, not only his own but also those of other people, 

in order to form opinions on the character based on the social experience of a larger public.
59

 The actor 

develops a socially engaged mode, a persona, which amounts to a staged attitude, a “fictional 

creation”.
60

 This persona can then be used freely to question social issues. But the ‘self’ here “speaks 

from the position of a Marxist utopia in which the problems of the play that Brecht suggests can be 

solved have been solved”,
61

 meaning that the actor has to adapt a specific ideological position. An 

ideologically defined notion of social role-playing should be developed, implicating the embodiment 

of a social persona à la Daston and Sibum, while Brecht presupposed this position would evolve 

automatically from one’s social experience.
62

 

 

 

                                                                 
56 Jane Castleton plays with this field of limitless potential, explicitly when she advertises the Damaged Goods exhibition 

catalogue, stating “And, uh, like the catalogue, the views expressed in this gallery talk are not necessarily those of the 
museum.” Andrea Fraser, op. cit. (2003a), p. 240. 
57 Bertolt Brecht, ‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting’ (1936), in: Brecht on Theatre, trans. John Willett, New York: Hill 

and Wang, 1964, pp. 91-99 (91). 
58 Philip Auslander, ‘“Just Be Your Self”. Logocentrism and difference in Performance Theory’, in: Acting (Re)considered. A 

Theoretical and Practical Guide, New York/London: Routledge, 2002 (second edition), pp. 53-60 (56).  
59 “And along with his part he must commit to memory his first reactions, reserves, criticisms, shocks, so that they are not 

destroyed by being ‘swallowed up’ in the final version but are preserved and perceptible; [...]” Bertolt Brecht, ‘A Short 

Organum for the Theatre’, in: Brecht on Theatre, op. cit. (1948), p. 197. Not only the first reactions of the actor and the 

bystanders in the theatrical experiment count. Brecht’s actors should attain a social persona that is informed by the entire 

social spectrum’s knowledge: “[...] the actor needs to muster his knowledge of men and the world, and he must also ask his 
questions dialectically. [...] For instance; an actor is due to play Faust. Faust’s love for Gretchen runs a fateful course. The 

question arises whether just the same thing wouldn’t happen if they got married. This is a question that is not usually asked . It 

seems too low, vulgar, commonplace. Faust is a genius, a great soul striving after the infinite; how can anyone dream of 

asking a question like ‘Why doesn’t he get married?’ But simple people do ask it. That in itself must lead the actor to ask it 

too. And once he has thought about the matter he will realize that this question is not only necessary but extremely fruitful.” 
In: ‘A separate note’ in ‘Appendices to the Short Organum’, in: John Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre, New York: Hill and 

Wang, 1964, pp. 279-80. 
60 Auslander, op. cit. (2002), p. 56: “The persona that the Brechtian actor presents alongside of the character that she portrays 

is a fictional creation.” 
61 Timothy Wiles cited in Auslander, ibid.  
62 See for example Brecht’s ‘A Separate Note’ in his ‘Appendices to the Short Organum’, in: John Willett (ed.), Brecht on 

Theatre, New York: Hill and Wang, 1964, pp. 279-281 (279): “Studying a part means at the same time studying the story; or 

rather, it ought at first to consist mainly in that. (What happens to the character? How does he take it? What opinions does he 

come in contact with? etc.) To this end the actor needs to muster his knowledge of men and the world, and he must also ask 

his questions dialectically.” See also: Auslander, op. cit. (2002), pp. 56-7. It could be said that Brecht did not acknowledge 
the conscious condition of the imago and cognomen as Mauss described it, as the appropriation of civic distinctions was a 

matter of fortune and selection. 
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2.2 Collective persona 

Auslander points out the possibility of a ‘collective persona’, which is just as much subject to an 

enabling and producing public image as the individual performance persona is.
63

 One can easily 

imagine a certain theatre company to have a collective persona. The notion also indicates a continuity 

between social or public approaches to persona (Mauss, Jung, Daston & Sibum) and aesthetic ones 

(Rosenthal, Auslander, Brecht). The group of asylum seekers in Schlingensief’s event can be seen as a 

‘ritualized production’ and a collective persona both on the level of their appearance in a performance 

and as a social image. When used in critique, such a collective may appear as “an object, a site 

determined by a function” (to use Fraser’s description of her Jane Castleton persona again), and 

function as ‘a site of speech constructed within various relations constitutive of the museum’. What in 

Castleton’s case was a single persona in relation to a critique of the museum, goes just as well for 

single or collective personae in relation to populist politics, Western economic interests in the Congo, 

or the popularization of street art: an embodied role one is identified through by others, used to stage a 

critique.  

  

Since the notion of persona is always etymologically tied to the mask as a theatrical category, a 

discussion of Judith Butler’s approach to performativity as the formation of subjects in a ritualized and 

involuntary production does not fit comfortably here. As I will show when discussing her ideas below, 

however, it does make sense to compare Butler’s notion of performativity with an extrapolated 

understanding of persona.  

 

2.3 Provisional demarcation of persona 

We can now compose a provisional demarcation of the concept persona, which shows that there is a 

variety of overlapping and conflicting notions that can be roughly divided into public, social and 

aesthetic approaches.  

 

- Persona as a public persona, of natural identity accompanied by an artificial character (Mauss). 

- Persona as a subject’s impenetrable facade (Jung/Schopenhauer). 

- Persona as a figure shaping a subject’s identity dependent on social function (Jung).  

- Persona as a conscious and transformative mode ambiguously in between an artificial and a natural 

self.  

 

The latter is either an intermediate figure between the individual and the generic, a vehicle for 

transformation into a culturally recognised type (Daston and Sibum); a consciously chosen and 

elaborated part of a stage actor’s personality (Rosenthal); a persona as differentiated from a character 

and a ‘real person’ enables a performer to take position without confirming it, but also without 

vocalizing it merely through a distant character (Auslander, Brecht); and/or a collective persona, a 

group of people together embodying a public image (Auslander).  

 

Three mechanisms are central to these notions. Firstly, persona can relate directly and naturally to a 

subject’s identity. Secondly, a persona is what produces a subject’s identity. Thirdly, a subject can 

produce a persona more or less consciously. The ambiguity of persona, in other words, lies in the idea 

that what is perceived as natural may as well be a more or less conscious or voluntary enactment or an 

embodiment. Also, a subject may be regarded an artificially enacted persona when he or she is socially 

determined by an aesthetic background. Here, there is another classification that proves valuable, 

namely the division of notions of persona into social or public and aesthetic. As I will show in the 

                                                                 
63 Auslander, op. cit. (2004), p. 8. 
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following chapters, it is the tension between these two types that is particularly informative for how 

critique is performed in the case studies at hand: in their ambiguity, they enable a valuable form of 

destabilised critique. 

 

2.4 Performance 

Performance is nearly as ambiguous a term as persona. However, its different significations have been 

relatively orderly conceptualised. Richard Schechner explains that almost everything can be studied as 

performance. To indicate this he uses the influential shorthand ‘as-performance’, distinguished from 

theatrical performance in the conventional sense, ‘is-performance’. Regarding a natural act as 

performance is not always obvious, but requires a mode of regarding everyday situations as 

consciously or unconsciously enacted.  

 Besides regarding any situation ‘as performance’, another change of perspective is offered by 

Judith Butler and her notion of performativity. She argues that social roles are not so much performed, 

but rather constitutive of, producing, scripting, a subject’s condition.
64

 Writing specifically on the 

construction of gender, Butler sees identity features as enactments of scripted hegemonic social 

conventions, on which I will elaborate below. 

 

Theatricality 

There is a parallel between ‘as performance’ and theatricality. In other contexts, theatricality has been 

used to refer to a mannered, undesirable behaviour (Denis Diderot),
65

 the relationship between art 

object and viewer as opposed to one of presentness, which Michael Fried advocated
66

, or a self-

reflexive distance created to raise the possibility of criticality.
67

 In theatre studies, theatricality is also 

understood as a way of perceiving non-aesthetic situations as possessing a theatrical nature.  

 Establishing the notion in Theatricality (1972), Elisabeth Burns argues that our aesthetic 

understanding of theatre is bound within a tradition that disguises the dependence of a theatre on “a 

particular view point” rather than “degrees of demonstrativeness”.
68

 In other words, theatricality 

allows one to study a non-aesthetic situation as if it was staged, as if it was framed as an aesthetic 

object, ‘as theatre’. As Erika Fischer-Lichte says: “[...] theatricality may be defined as a particular 

mode of using signs or as a particular kind of semiotic process in which particular signs (human 

beings and objects of their environment) are employed as signs of signs – by their producers, or their 

recipients. Thus a shift of the dominance within the semiotic functions determines when theatricality 

appears.”
69

 This notion of sign by Fischer-Lichte constitutes, by lack of a better term, my use of the 

term agent in this thesis: a figure within a performance, a subject, actor, object, phenomenon, a 

medium-specificity that signifies. 

                                                                 
64 Butler uses ‘script’ as a verb, for example in the last sentences of her 1988 seminal essay ‘Performative Acts and Gender 
Constitution’: “As a corporeal field of cultural play, gender is a basically innovative affair, although it is quite clear that there 

are strict punishments for contesting the script by performing out of turn or through unwarranted improvisations. Gender is 

not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it determined by nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming 

history of patriarchy. Gender is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure, 

but if this continuous act is mistaken for a natural or linguistic given, power is relinquished to expand the cultural field bodily 
through subversive performances of various kinds.” Judith Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 

Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’, in: Theatre Journal Vol. 40 (1988) 4, p. 531. ‘To script’ indicates the operation 

conventions and norms’ of subordinating the subject into an actor.  
65 See: Jasminka Markovska, ‘Performativity and Theatricality: on the concepts and their use’, lecture at conference Kritikk, 

dømmekraft og intervensjon, 8-9 May 2008, Programme of Aesthetics, Oslo University. Accessed on 8 August 2014 through: 
http://www.uio.no/studier/program/estetisk/tyrifjord08/innlegg/markovska.pdf, p. 12. 
66 See: Michael Fried, ‘Art and Objecthood’, Artforum, June 1967. 
67 Thomas Postlewait and Tracy C. Davis (eds.), Theatricality. Theatre and Performance Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003, p. 153. 
68 Elisabeth Burns, Theatricality, London: Longman, 1970, pp. 2-13. 
69 Erika Fischer-Lichte, ‘Introduction: Theatricality: a key concept in theatre and cultural studies’, Theatre Research 

International, Summer 1995, Vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 85-90. p. 87. 
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 Theatricality may not only be regarded as perceiving natural action with theatrical aesthetics in 

mind, it also allows for an interpretation of both everyday and artistic situations as signs of something 

else. If in recapitulating persona above I stated that “in non-aesthetic contexts, a subject whose 

persona is determined by an artistic background may be regarded an artificially enacted persona”, a 

mode of theatricality implies that in any context, any subject may be regarded as an artificially enacted 

persona. 

  

Performativity 

The term ‘performativity’ is an elaboration on J.L. Austin’s notion of the performative and speech act. 

In his essay How To Do Things with Words, Austin asserted that some utterances are not merely 

indicative, but ‘performatives’ and ‘speech-acts’.
70

 Sentences such as “‘I name this ship the Queen 

Elizabeth’ – as when uttered when smashing the bottle against the stem,” and “‘I bet you sixpence it 

will rain tomorrow’”, are fulfilled upon expression (when used under the right circumstances, and 

sometimes involving other components to complete the action).
71

 “In these examples it seems clear 

that to utter the sentence (in, of course, the appropriate circumstances) is not to describe my doing of 

what I should be said in so uttering to be doing or to state that I am doing it: it is to do it.”
72

 Austin’s 

notion of the ‘performative’ has been considerably extended since its coinage. In 1969 John R. Searle 

argued that speaking in general is a rule-bound performed act.
73

 “[A] theory of language is part of a 

theory of action, simply because speaking is a rule-governed form of behavior.”
74

 Language was 

understood as more than descriptive; it may also be active. Things that were understood to be 

‘documentary’ were seen to function performatively. Especially by post-structuralist thinkers, the 

concept of the performative and acting signifier was expanded to a general modality of life.
75

 

Performativity in this sense has become known as a deconstructivist notion.  

 The fusion of fact and fiction as we have seen in a very conscious form in Fraser’s Jane 

Castleton performance can be embedded in a much wider tendency, ranging from post-structural 

thought through the invention of the ‘mockumentary’ to reality TV shows that confuse this distinction 

to such an extent that it is barely tenable anymore, hinting at the fact/fiction-fusion’s conquest of the 

subconscious. Performativity does take a peculiar position within the contemporary questioning of 

factuality.  

 

Butler 

Judith Butler’s notion of performativity, as I have already briefly touched upon above, concerns the 

way public life and discourse influences identity. Thus, performativity is to be seen “not as the act by 

which a subject brings into being what she/he names, but, rather, as that reiterative power of discourse 

to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains.”
76

 As with Jung’s persona based on social 

                                                                 
70 J.L. Austin, J.O. Urmson, Marina Sbis  (eds.), How to Do Things with Words, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1975. Originally, Austin presented the concept in a number of lectures at Harvard University in 1955. 
71 Ibid, p. 5. 
72 Ibid, p. 6. 
73 John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969, pp 
16-17, quoted in: Richard Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction, London/New York: Routledge, 2002, op. cit. 

(note 61), p. 126. 
74 Ibid. 
75 For example, Derrida has argued that there cannot be a real- life performative or role play without regarding it as a ‘staged’ 

performance: “For, ultimately, isn’t it true that what Austin excludes as anomaly, exception, ‘non-serious,’ citation (on stage, 
in a poem, or a soliloquy) is the determined modification of a general citationality – Or rather, a general iterability – without 

which there would not even be a ‘successful’ performative? So that – a paradoxical but unavoidable conclusion – a successful 

performative is necessarily an ‘impure’ performative, to adopt the word advanced later on by Austin when he acknowledges 

that there is no ‘pure’ performative.” Jacques Derrida, ‘Signature, Event, Context’ (1972), in: Limited Inc, Evanston: 

Northwestern University Press, p. 17. Thus, Derrida seems to characterize the performative as a non-aesthetic unconscious 
enactment of a social script. 
76 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter, New York/London: Routledge, 1993, p. 2. 
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function, one may make personal choices, act individually and execute power through one’s social 

positions, but norms and conventions of the collective horizon determine and produce the way things 

are approached and interpreted.  

 Butler discusses gender, but this can arguably be employed much more broadly. “[G]ender is 

in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity 

tenuously constituted in time – an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.”
77

 A 

repetition of acts, we see in the following quote, that performatively produces subjects through social 

conventions:  “[P]erformativity cannot be understood outside of a process of iterability, a regularized 

and constrained repetition of norms. And this repetition is not performed by a subject; this repetition is 

what enables a subject and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject. This iterability implies 

that ‘performance’ is not a singular ‘act’ or event, but a ritualized production, a ritual reiterated under 

and through constraint, under and through the force of prohibition and taboo, with the threat of 

ostracism and even death controlling and compelling the shape of the production, but not, I will insist, 

determining it fully in advance.”
78

  

 Fraser seems to have modelled Castleton as a “stylized repetition of acts” belonging to a 

certain culturally recognised type (“the Museum’s representative”) to reveal the scriptedness of a 

social position and its natural habitat.  

  

Buchloh 

Benjamin Buchloh has argued that there exists a spectrum through which the advent of performativity 

in visual arts is to be defined.
79

 One ‘end of the spectrum’ is represented by Joseph Beuys’ public 

performance of the artist’s subject. Departing from Yves Klein’s alleged ‘spectacularization’ of 

Jackson Pollock’s ‘performative’ dimension of painting, Buchloh contends that Beuys takes the 

extreme position of an artist public ly displaying himself as a subject and publicly displaying action as 

spectacle or theatre.
80

 This implies a breach in Schechner’s clear distinction of ‘is performance’ as 

opposed to ‘as performance’. Buchloh considers as public performance the intersection of the artist’s 

public subjecthood and public action, and indicates a grey zone where public action by an artist 

becomes performance.
81

 The artist may be embodying both ‘is-performance’ (“action”) and ‘as-

performance’ (public display of subject as artist) when framed as such, or when regarded with a 

certain degree of theatricality.  

 At the opposite end defining performativity there is no artist, says Buchloh, but the discursive 

moulding of what is understood as painting. The common denominator of ‘painting’ linguistically tied 

together “painting and all visual practices as units […] defined by their own iterativity. That is, they 

were acts, practices, moments that were part of a linguistic system, of a discursive system, that at each 

time could be redefined and repositioned in regard to both spectator and participant-practitioner.”
82

 

                                                                 
77 Judith Butler, op. cit. (1988), p. 519. Butler continues: “Further, gender is instituted through the stylization of the body and, 

hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds 

constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This formulation moves the conception of gender off the ground of a 

substantial model of identity to one that requires a conception of a constituted social temporality.” 
78 Butler, op. cit. (1993), p. 95. 
79 Benjamin Buchloh, ‘Reconsidering Joseph Beuys: Once Again’, in: Gene Ray (ed.), Joseph Beuys. Mapping the Legacy, 

New York: D.A.P., 2001, pp. 81-82. ‘Performativity’ here refers to as a performance-related category, comprising both a 

deconstructivist performativity, and more traditional notions of performance.  
80 Ibid., p. 82. “Performativity in the work of Pollock, Morris, and Serra, however, did not focus on the public display of the 
artist as a subject nor did it focus on the public display of action as spectacle, as theater, as substitute for theatricality.” With 

Beuys, such performance has led to “the artist as healer, the artist as shaman, the artist as public performer [...]” 
81 Further in this article, Buchloh indicates that the social role of artist can be actively performed as if it were a character: “To 

what extent Beuys needed to publically perform the role of the artist as a travesty of the role of the redeemer or as a travesty 

of the Führer and the leader, the hero, the cult figure, the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past, [...]” Ibid., 
pp. 88-9. Buchloh regards this issue only in the context of visual arts, not in the view of general everyday situations. 
82 Ibid, p. 82.  
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Concepts can be seen as reiterative discursive systems where somehow related instances elaborate on 

each other and on their common denominator. Other occurrences are considered representatives of 

larger developments, as they are understood through a common signifier, by which they are 

performatively affected in turn. 

 Social rules, traditions, and paradigms, sometimes engrained in our subconscious and 

modalities to such an extent that they are regarded natural, or are never spoken of, produce our 

experience of truth and reality as if it were a nexus of scripts we are performing in. This condition of 

performativity renders us actors in both senses of the word. The agency individuals and occurrences 

possess renders them performing agents. But they act within a collective sphere of performative 

agency that determines them as if they were actors in a scripted production. As cited above, Butler has 

argued there is always the possibility of a way out, of not being determined fully in advance.
83

 This 

indicates the existence of a progressive reciprocity, which could be considered a feedback loop of 

performativity. 

 

2.5 Performance, subject, and persona 

Performance relates to the subject through the following mechanisms. The subject may enact a 

theatrical role (‘is performance’); the subject may embody a social role (‘as performance’); the subject 

is scripted by social roles and conventions (performativity); the subject happens to be an artist, thus 

embodies the social role of artist, but may be perceived as enacting a performance. 

 The ambiguity of performance is twofold. On one hand, a social role or identity may be 

consciously developed as if it were enacted or unconsciously grown into as if it were natural. On the 

other, a subject who embodies the social role of artist may be perceived as performing (Buchloh on 

Beuys). These ambiguities seem to correspond with those of persona: firstly, the persona as perceived 

natural identity, which may as well be a more or less conscious or voluntary enactment or an 

embodiment. And secondly, a subject may be regarded an artificially enacted persona when he or she 

is socially determined by an artistic background (Auslander on difficulty of distinguishing between 

performance persona and ‘real person’). The intersection of these ambiguities is touched upon by 

Buchloh when he suggests Beuys’ public performance of the role of the artist as a variety of characters 

has led to the transformation of the artist into a public persona.
84

  

 

The concepts of persona and performance are both needed, in other words, to show that a persona can 

simultaneously perform theatrically and occupy and reveal social roles. The ambiguity the persona 

thus creates constitutes the critique, as will be shown by the persistent question what kind of 

performance is at stake. On basis of this, we can compose a broad definition of persona: an ambiguous 

figure in between ostensible naturalness and various modes of performing.  

 

 

2.6 Method 

I will discuss each case study in a different essay, taking the following steps in order to provide an 

answer to this thesis’ research question. I will briefly situate the works in their historical, social and 

cultural context. Next, I will provide a close reading of the works focussing on the personae in 

question. I will elaborate on important themes and recurring motives, taking careful notice of the used 

media. I do not restrict the research of these case studies to their specific disciplines such as film, 

                                                                 
83 Butler, op. cit. (1993), p. 95. 
84 “To what extent Beuys needed to publically perform the role of the artist as a travesty of the role of the redeemer or as a 

travesty of the Führer and the leader, the hero, the cult figure, the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past, 

becomes instantly evident if one compares other artists of his generation who disappear completely behind their work and 
whose work publically defies the transformation of the artist into the so-called public persona.” Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), pp. 

88-9. 
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theatre or live performance. Rather, I will pay particular attention to the wider usages of media, as for 

instance Fraser’s use of the later published performance script with footnotes and epilogue. Public 

appearances may give notable insights into the personae in question. Therefore, I will analyse the 

instrumentalisation of each medium used. When considering that in the capacity of artist, everything 

the artist does, intentionally or not, provides the event with a degree of performativity – just like, 

perhaps, we could say every persona within this aesthetic context is also an aesthetic persona one 

could say that the event’s space becomes a stage, especially, but not necessarily, when the event is 

somehow a framed moment. Therefore, we can draw on Fischer-Lichte’s concept of theatricality as 

applied to film, performance, a book, but also to an intervention or real-life non-staged events, whether 

live or documented, framed as aesthetic objects or not, and approach these works and the various 

media from a shared point of departure.
85

  

 I will use the definitions and demarcations for persona (2.3) and performance (2.5) to analyze 

what kind of personae and performance we are dealing with; how the personae function within the 

work’s narrative; and how they inform the narrative. In most respects, the theory and paradigms 

described above will be sufficient to come to terms with these topics. As the works are all complex 

and different in their structure, the best way to analyse them will differ from essay to essay. Per case, I 

will employ additional theory that allows for a better understanding.  

 This method, in other words, is not an existing and proven set of procedures, rather a collage 

of approaches and notions that will be reassembled differently each time the way they fit best. Yet 

finally, by analysing the personae’s modes of performance against the background of the provisional 

demarcation of persona, in the conclusion I will offer a sharper, albeit speculative (as the number of 

personae are more than three, yet still few) understanding of the notion of persona in performance as 

critique.  

  

                                                                 
85 Fischer-Lichte, op. cit. (1995), pp. 85-90.  
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3. Performing in a space-time allegory: The persona as public image 

 

Christoph Schlingensief | Bitte liebt Österreich. Erste europäische Koalitionswoche (2000) 

 

Christoph Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich. Erste europäische Koalitionswoche was an 

intermedial and multimedia event that for a week transformed an elegant square in the centre of 

Vienna into an urban stage for confrontation, exchange, and transposition. A number of participants’ 

presence played an integral part in the action’s mechanisms and narrative. In this chapter I will show 

that there is ground to consider them personae; will elaborate on their production of meaning, and 

discuss their possible modes of performance. I will compare a number of impersonal instances that 

play a notable semantic role in this critique of right wing populist anti-immigration sentiments in 

Austria. 

 

3.1 Politics and performance in a pariah state 

In February 2000, Austrian politics surprised the world. After gaining 26,9% of the national vote in 

the legislative election of 3 October 1999 (less than the 33,2% of the social-democratic SPÖ party), 

the conservative ÖVP (Austrian People’s Party) ventured into a coalition with the extreme-right FPÖ 

(Freedom Party Austria), which had also received 26,9% of the votes. FPÖ leader Jörg Haider was 

controversial. Aiming to bring a halt to immigration, for instance, he employed slogans and arguments 

that suggested a certain sympathy for Third Reich policies.
86

 It lead to international uproar, but also 

rendered the ÖVP Western Europe’s “most successful radical right party”.
87

 The coalition was formed 

against election promises made by Austria’s chancellor, ÖVP’s Wolfgang Schüssel, who was 

subsequently faced with mass demonstrations and sanctions by the 14 other member states of the 

European Union.
88

 Austria was soon referred to as Europe’s ‘pariah state’;
89

 Madeleine Albright, then 

US Secretary of State, expressed strong concerns. For a long time after the forming of the coalition, 

large protests were organized in Vienna every Thursday.
90

  

 Roughly at the same time, reality game show Big Brother was screened on the German 

channel RTL2, which is also available and watched widely in Austria. Big Brother was a hit: on 

German television, the show had a unique market share of 28%. Its website was viewed on average by 

3.5 million visitors a day, with peaks running up to 5 million, which made it Europe’s number one 

website.
91

 Its premise? Ten people are placed in a house and are carefully and constantly monitored by 

cameras. The winner of the cash prize is the ‘housemate’ who survives all of the weekly evictions, and 

is the last one left in the house. The popularity can be explained by the show’s groundbreaking degree 

                                                                 
86 Ruth Wodak and Anton Pelinka have pointed out that one of the FPÖ’s most frequently used anti-immigration slogans, 

‘Stop der Überfremdung’, was forged by Goebbels in 1933. Ruth Wodak and Anton Pelinka, The Haider Phenomenon in 

Austria, New Brunswick/London: Transaction Publishers, 2002, pp. vii–xxvii (xv). Cited in Tara Forrest, ‘Mobilizing the 
Public Sphere: Schlingensief’s Reality Theatre’, Contemporary Theatre Review, 2008, 18:1, pp. 80-113, Accessed through: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10486800701741543, on 24 April 2014. Lutz Musner reminded of Haider’s forced resignment as 

governor of Carinthia after stating “The Waffen SS was a part of the Wehrmacht and hence it deserves all the honor and 

respect of the army in public life”, and characterizing SS veterans as “people of good character who also stick to their 

convictions, despite the greatest opposition and have remained true to their convictions until today”. Lutz Musner, ‘Memory 
and Globalization: Austria’s Recycling of the Nazi Past and its European Echoes’, New German Critique, 80 (Spring–

Summer 2000), 77–91 (p. 79), cited in: Forrest, ibid. 
87 Terri E. Givens, Voting Radical Right in Western Europe, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 2. 
88 Ann-Christin Focke, Unterwerfung und Widerstreit: Strukturen einer neuen politischen Theaterästhetik , Munich: Herbert 

Utz Verlag, 2011, p. 85. 
89 Denise Varney, ‘Please Love Austria! - Reforging the Interaction Between Art and Politics’ in: Forrest & Scheer (eds.), 

Christoph Schlingensief. Art without Borders, Bristol, Chicago: Intellect, 2010, p. 105. 
90 See for example Margarita Windisch, ‘Haider, Austria and resistance’, Green Left Weekly 417, accessed through 

https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/21631, on 20 April 2014.  
91 Liesbet van Zoonen, ‘Desire and Resistance: Big Brother in the Dutch Public Sphere’, in: Ernest Mathijs, Janet Jones (ed.) 
Big Brother International: Formats, Critics and Publics, London/New York: Wallflower Press, 2004, pp. 16–24 (p. 17), 

quoted in: Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 90, note 3.  
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of public interaction: it is the viewer sitting at home who decides who is voted out, and who can stay. 

Every week the viewer votes on his or her least favourite housemate by telephone or text message.  

 In response to these seemingly unrelated phenomena, Christoph Schlingensief developed Bitte 

liebt Österreich, an intricate action set from 11 to 17 June 2000, on the iconic Herbert von Karajan-

Platz next to the Staatsoper in the centre of Vienna. Schlingensief, a film, theatre and television 

director well-known in German-speaking countries for his innovative and controversial modes of 

breaking taboos, was invited by Luc Bondy, one of the directors of the Wiener Festwochen, a cultural 

festival referred to in English as the Vienna Festival. As Bondy explained at a press conference, the 

invitation should be seen as a political statement directed at the political situation.
92

  

 Bitte liebt Österreich is a performance in the sense that it has a basic dramaturgy, covert or 

overt characterization, a script consisting of a number of motifs on which can be improvised, and a 

stage of sorts. In its reception, it has been referred to as Aktion, German language specificity. This 

term positions it within the Austrian tradition of Wiener Aktionismus, where the notion of Aktion 

indicates happenings that challenge repressed ideologies with provocative events. Especially by the 

end of the 1960s the Actionists inserted their performances into everyday life, increasingly questioning 

the artistic or theatrical stage. Joseph Beuys is another important figure in the history of Aktion, and 

has certainly influenced Schlingensief in his employment of the aesthetical within its framework of the 

real.
93

 The intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich is an echo of this. As I will demonstrate, it created a 

stage for making repressed social issues explicit, and transposed the modes of performance and 

spectatorship.  

 Schlingensief elaborated on the premise of Bitte liebt Österreich as follows: “Wir sind 

jedenfalls keine Freunde von Haider und verweisen ausdrücklich und voller Freude auf die Freiheit der 

Kunst. Österreich sitzt im Container, und die Welt schaut zu [...] Der Unterschied zum wirklichen 

Leben ist, dass man im realen Leben nicht anrufen kann, wenn man z.B. Herrn Haider aus dem Land 

wählen will.”
94

 Even in this seemingly sincere quote, one can sense a cheeky tone that is illustrative of 

Schlingensief’s rather bitter sense of irony that permeates nearly all of his public outings, which, as I 

will argue, are more often than not part and parcel of his work.  

For the description of Bitte liebt Österreich, as well as the subsequent analysis, I base myself on Paul 

Poet’s ‘documentary’ film Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus 

Philipp’s ‘documentation’ Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus, and Denise Varney’s chapter on Bitte liebt 

Österreich in the first all-English edited academic book on Schlingensief.
95

 

 

3.2 Synopsis 

The basic dramaturgy can be described as follows; Schlingensief installed an enclosed compound 

made up of cargo containers, which was said to house twelve asylum seekers.
96

 Deprived of 

individuality but prominently meaningful within Bitte liebt Österreich, they constitute a peculiar set of 

characters. As I will argue later on, they can be considered a collective persona. The installation was 

                                                                 
92 Luc Bondy during press conference on Bitte liebt Österreich in Paul Poet, Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 

Austria 2001, Bonus Film GmbH, 90 Min. Documentary on the action. 9min30: “Es ist mich nicht wohl, in ein Land zu 
leben, wo eine konservative Partei als einziges Land in Europa das Tabu gebrochen hat, eine rechtsextremistische Partei in 

ihre Regierung rein zu lassen. Und ich finde, die Festwochen sind ein Podium zu politische Diskussion. Natürlich, wenn 

sölche Dinge passieren muss man Raum geben, über viele Dinge nach zu denken.”  
93 Schlingensief’s 1997 performance My Felt, My Fat, My Hare, at Documenta X, was an interesting direct reference to 

Beuys. Schlingensief and entourage locked themselves into a room barricaded by sandbags, which represented Chancellor 
Kohl as ‘Der Obersandsack’. The gallery text urged to imagine Germany as a large scale theatre performance, with Kohl as 

its obstructing director. After he wrote “Tötet Helmut Kohl” on the door, Schlingensief was arrested. It amounted to a 

scandal, with news media denunciating him as provocateur (not the first time, and certainly not the last).  
94 Christoph Schlingensief cited in: Matthias Lilienthal & Claus Philipp, Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus, Frankfurt am Main: 

Suhrkamp Verlag, 2000, p. 15 
95 Poet 2001; Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000); Varney, op. cit. (2010). 
96 It remains unclear whether they were actual asylum seekers or actors. 
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adorned with references to the FPÖ (election posters, written quotes, and blue flags referring to the 

party’s colour and logo) and the Kronen Zeitung (Austria’s largest newspaper at the time, a right wing 

tabloid that was one of the most prominent public supporters of the FPÖ).
97

 It prominently featured a 

banner saying ‘Ausländer raus’ (fig. 3.1). Each day, two of the asylum seekers would be evicted, not 

only from the container and the ‘show’, but from the country altogether; they would be deported. Like 

in Big Brother, it were the viewers that decided who would stay and who would leave. Voting 

happened through an interactive (‘TED’) phone line and through the specially devised website, 

www.auslaender-raus.at. The website also featured around-the-clock images, shot by various cameras 

installed inside the compound (fig. 3.2). Bitte liebt Österreich could be seen as an online TV show as 

well. TV-screens installed outside of the compound showed the same images, enabling a kind of 

CCTV voyeur opportunity for passers-by. Lastly, there were slits in the otherwise shuttered fencing, 

through which you could see the people on the inside. Excerpts of Haider’s xenophobic speeches were 

broadcast over the square. At the end of each day a spectacular eviction was performed. Accompanied 

by much negative rhetoric, paparazzi, and confusion, two of the asylum seekers would be deported, 

escorted by ‘security staff’ to a Mercedes-Benz that drove them off. 

 Schlingensief himself appeared in public frequently. On-site, sometimes standing on top of the 

containers and sometimes in between the people, he provoked the audience with a curious mixture of 

pseudo right-wing rhetoric and accusations against that very attitude, projected onto the bystanders 

(fig. 3.3). Schlingensief made extensive use of the media as well, and his media appearances can be 

considered part of the extended performance of Bitte liebt Österreich. Moving in and out of various 

modes of performance, Schlingensief’s persona is, to say the least, complex. 

 As part of their daily routine, the compound’s ‘housemates’ could be seen practicing physical 

exercises on the roofs of the containers, enjoying German language classes, going on an accompanied 

excursion to the nearby boutiques, and being visited by prominent figures such as Austrian novelist 

and playwright Elfriede Jelinek. On Friday 16th, the next-to-last-day of the manifestation, a group of 

activists stormed the compound, took down the banner saying ‘Ausländer Raus’ and other 

controversial outings, and defaced the containers with graffiti, spraying mottos like ‘Widerstand’ and 

‘Kampf dem Rassismus’(fig. 3.4). These people who became involved with the performance also 

became part of its critique, maintaining their subjectivity.  

 The next day, the compound was cleaned, the sign was restored, and yet another was hung 

there: ‘Unsere Ehre heisst Treue’, an SS motto expressed earlier that year by FPÖ chairman Ernest 

Windholz.
98

 As yet another extension of Bitte liebt Österreich’s range of performance, Schlingensief 

appeared in ‘Tracht’, Austria’s national costume, inciting the bystanders to vote out “noch eine und 

noch eine und noch eine!”
99

 (fig. 3.5) With this appearance and caricature of nationalism, he 

underscored that the political outlook challenged by the event was not limited to explicit right-wing 

extremism, but concerned a much wider-spread attitude.  

 Thus, Bitte liebt Österreich’s is a nexus of societal themes and motives. It takes place within 

society; its stage is public life itself. Physically it manifested itself in the public sphere and news 

media, and it was simultaneously developed as a viral interactivity of reality TV including its 

‘democratic’ appeal of participation. Schlingensief’s media performance, as well as Paul Poet’s 

‘documentary’ film and Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus Philipp’s publication (subtitled 

‘Dokumentation’), can be seen as part of the productive space of the work, too. Before discussing the 

various agents that the event revolves around, and situating their relationships in a more schematic 

model, I will elaborate on the most important critical mechanism at play. 
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25 

 

 

3.3 Critical mechanism 

Bitte liebt Österreich’s major semantic strategy is the exacerbated representation of known 

phenomena, expressions, facts, and attitudes, in order to force the public out of the belief that the 

policy of Austria’s coalition is benign. At a certain point in Poet’s film, an aggrieved man can be heard 

shouting that Austrians are the friendliest people in Europe. It is in reaction to this sentiment of naive 

patriotic oblivion that the action seems to have gained its title. The equally grim parodying text on 

Schlingensief’s website concludes with the fake battle cry-cum-campaign slogan “Tötet Europa! Bitte 

liebt Österreich!”  

 This mode of operation had been used before, and has become widely known since Slavoj 

Žižek theorized it as ‘over-identification’. In his discussion of Laibach, a political music group part of 

the Neue Slowenische Kunst collective, notorious for employing fascistic expressions in order to 

contest them, Žižek explains that Laibach “‘frustrates’ the system (the ruling ideology) precisely 

insofar as it is not its ironic imitation, but over-identification with it – by bringing to light the obscene 

superego underside of the system, over-identification suspends its efficiency.”
100

 For example, when 

Novi kolektivizem (‘New Collectivism’, Neue Slowenische Kunst’s design group) submitted a poster 

for Youth Day, a national celebratory day, the origin of the design was a Nazi propaganda design from 

1936.
101

 The jury was not aware of this, and praised the typical imagery as fitting the Yugoslavian 

youth. When the background of the winning submission was made public, controversy was raised and 

the embarrassed authorities cancelled Youth Day.  

 Ian Parker has defined over-identification as a strategy that “takes the system at its word and 

takes the bizarre contradictory demands of the authorities more seriously than the system takes itself, 

so seriously that [the system] cannot bear that knowing participation but cannot refuse it.”
102

 This 

‘taking the system at its word’ is precisely how Schlingensief has explained the operations of Bitte 

liebt Österreich in the ORF TV debate. “Wir produzieren Bilder, die Jörg Haider und seine Parolen 

einfach einmal beim Wort nehmen. Wir haben diese Parolen jetzt als sinnlos entlarvt. Letztendlich 

hätten sie ja nur einen Sinn, wenn sie auch verwirklicht werden. Jetzt werden sie verwirklicht; Europa 

sieht, was wäre wenn...”
103

 Without specifying it further, Schlingensief has referred to this strategy as 

‘Rekapitulation’.
104

 Of course, Haider’s catchphrases are not actually realized. They are merely 

dramatized, and the degree to which Europe could see in Bitte liebt Österreich what Austria would be 

like if Haider were allowed to act out his suppressed ideology, is limited. Schlingensief is aware of 

this when he mentions ‘Bilder’, but at the same time he seems to consider images highly powerful. He 

is proven to be right, as the ‘images’ Bitte liebt Österreich establishes do provoke much attention.  

 The action’s representations of the FPÖ, right-wing rhetoric, populist ways of typecasting 

minorities, or people’s desire to exclude other people, should be seen in this context. Repeating can be 

the most efficient form of ‘Kritik’, or, in the words of Burghart Schmidt, “dass man zu Kritik nicht 

kommentieren muss, sondern, dass reine Zitate ausreichen. Die müssen nur richtig an die richtigen 

Stelle gesetzt zu richtigen Zeit am richtigen Ort erfolgen, dann ist das reine Zitat dessen was man 

angreift kommentarlos selbstentblößend.”
105

 This revealing does not only apply to citations like 
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“Unsere ehre heisst Treue”, it is what Schlingensief appears to attempt with the event in its totality. 

There is a big degree of exaggeration in Bitte liebt Österreich. The ways in which the asylum seekers 

are staged to produce meaning, for example, can hardly be seen as over-identifications in the sense of 

taking “the system at its word and [taking] the bizarre contradictory demands of the authorities more 

seriously than the system takes itself” (to repeat Parker’s words cited above). Although there is bitter 

irony at play rather than seriousness, the staging can be seen as clever, provocative and tendentious 

montages of different elements that are part of the system under critique.  

 Silvija Jestrovic uses neither the term ‘Rekapitulation’ nor ‘over-identification’, but has 

described precisely this. “In a way, the objectification of the asylum seekers in this project could be 

viewed as a deliberate representation of a representation—a mirroring of the way their personal and 

legal identities are embodied, represented, and instrumentalised in society. Seen in this light, it could 

be argued that Schlingensief repeated and exaggerated the pattern of instrumentalisation of asylum 

seekers as a means of social critique—a form of counter-instrumentalisation.”
106

 

 

 

3.4 Christoph Schlingensief 

Christoph Schlingensief is the Bitte liebt Österreich’s linchpin. It is unknown whether Luc Bondy, the 

Wiener Festwochen director, commissioned him in any specific terms. Nor is clear whether that was in 

the capacity of film or theatre director or as game show host, as Schlingensief had been operating 

under each of those titles. His fame transcended any of those specific notions, as the German public 

knew him as a media personality in general. In the context of Bitte liebt Österreich, he often appeared 

in the media embodying what can be regarded a ‘public persona’, and more specifically a provocative 

and politically engaged director. It is clear, however, that Schlingensief was invited individually, and 

on account of his political engagement.
107

 Schlingensief’s personality has an important role in Bitte 

liebt Österreich, as he is not only directing but very much present on the foreground as well. 

‘Performing’ may be the right word in this context, as his appearance is ambiguous. How does 

Schlingensief operate, and which mode of performance applies?  

 Holding either a microphone or a megaphone, Schlingensief directly addresses the crowd, 

standing at eye level or making speeches from the container tops. “Dann enthüllen wir bitte unser 

Transparent, das Motto für alle Touristen, für alle die jetzt hier vorbeikommen, machen sie Fotos 

Japaner, liebe Japaner, liebe Franzosen, liebe Belgier, liebe Amerikaner, machen sie Fotos, Fotos, 

Fotos von diesem Platz. Nehmen sie das mit nach Hause, und zeigen sie es in ihrem Heimatland, 

zeigen sie was hier los ist in Österreich, zeigen sie die Zukunft von Europa, und sagen sie, das ist die 

Wahrheit, das ist die FPÖ, das ist die Kronen Zeitung, das ist Österreich!”
108

 After the banner is 

revealed and the gathered people cheer, Schlingensief shifts to pretending to be a spokesperson for the 

right wing party at stake (and by extension, an embodiment of the xenophobe political outlook in 

general). He presents the project as “präsentiert von der FPÖ in Zusammenarbeit mit der Kronen 

Zeitung. Es ist eine Aktion der FPÖ, die sich hier einen neuen Prototyp einer Kläranlage für Österreich 

vorstellt”.
109
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  In a televised broadcast in October 2000, Schlingensief clarified his mode of speaking as an 

enacted character with Haider as model. “Ich nehme Haider-Sätze und ich sage einfach mal: ‘Ich 

spiele Haider durch’. Das war die Grundidee von diesem Container.”
110

 On location, Schlingensief 

produces parallels to the public images his targets, FPÖ and Kronen Zeitung in particular, employ. 

“Sie können jetzt hier kostenlos herein gehen, kommen sie, meine Damen und Herrn, gehen sie jetzt 

hier rein, hinten in die Peep Show, und schauen Sie sich Ihren Asylbewerber an. Es ist absolut 

kostenlos.”
111

 Here, Schlingensief is simulating to consider the middle class citizen who needs to save 

money (‘kostenlos’). He addresses the same middle class citizen that election posters address when 

promising lower rents and lower costs for electricity, speaking to the same consumer that the Kronen 

Zeitung tries to seduce with photos of women in lingerie (‘Peep Show’), and connects it to the more 

radical idea that an individual could be someone’s property (‘Ihren Asylbewerber’) to look at and to 

decide over as an inferior object. This parodying enactment is provocative, notably in the context of 

the site’s scenography, with the ‘Ausländer raus’ sign and other right-wing incentives. This enacting 

mode implies Schlingensief’s presence is performance but not unambiguously.  

Schlingensief does not restrict himself to the role of provocateur, as he easily turns to a more natural 

mode, for example to actively enter into dialogue with the bystanders. Schlingensief’s mode of 

performance on location, in other words, shifts back and forth between enactment and a more natural 

attitude. This recalls Mauss’ ambiguous convergence of naturalness and character in his conception of 

persona.  

 In a particularly expressive act, this strategic pendulation between direct and affected 

articulations evokes one of Brecht’s chief operations of epic theatre: the simultaneous enactment and 

demonstration of a character.
112

 Schlingensief points at random people, accusing them in an enacted 

paranoid fashion of looking like Nazis, being Nazis, wondering whether they have “irgendwelche 

Strahlen in den Augen, sind da komische Haken?”,
113

 only to seamlessly continue his performance 

explaining the impersonation: “Das ist Film, meine Damen und Herrn, das ist die Zukunft der 

Produktion der Bilder die Österreich absolut nicht braucht.”
114

 Instead of explaining he is parodying a 

suspicious xenophobia, Schlingensief turns to film. Since the people on location are surrounded by 

cameras and other instances that stage the event, film is a logical trope in the situation. It allows for a 

reflection on the production and experience of a paranoid xenophobe culture of accusation.
115

 

However, Schlingensief does not change his intonation, body language or mise-en-scène in any way 

during this shift in modes. On the one hand, this enhances the estranging nature of the situation, a case 

of Verfremdungseffekt that triggers the audience to question the staged accusations. On the other 

hand, Schlingensief is present here in character as well as himself, in order to demonstrate his enacted 

parody and let the spectators reflect on it. His performance can thus be situated in the tradition of the 

Brechtian epic actor who demonstrated his enactments and prevailed his own persona over its 

characters. 
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Schlingensief provokes not only through the development of a parody, but also through the use of 

radicalized rhetoric from his usual side of the ideological spectrum. On the second day of the action, 

he made the following statement on the subject of the the Ausländer raus-sign: “Ihre Koalition, die 

Koalition die Sie gewählt haben, lässt es zu dass so eine Parole mitten in Wien für zweienhalb Tage 

herumhängt. Für zweienhalb Tage lässt die ÖVP und die SPÖ zu dass so eine Parole da hängen bleibt. 

Wie bescheuert muss ihre Koalition sein, wenn sie so ein Schild hängen lässt? [...] Warum wird diese 

Koalition nicht tatsächlich ernst genommen von Ihnen? Sie muss weg! Sie muss absolut weg und zwar 

blitzschnell!”
116 Since the local government surely would not remove the sign out of the fear to be 

accused of censorship, Schlingensief uses the sacrosanct immunity of art to force (or provoke, in the 

case of this citation) the entire political spectrum to engage in a public debate.  

 A number of Schlingensief’s mediated public appearances, such as a press conference with 

Luc Bondy, and another one with Peter Sloterdijk, rendered Bitte liebt Österreich a ‘media event’. A 

particularly remarkable television debate was recorded and broadcasted during the Wiener Festwochen 

by the Austrian channel ORF, with Schlingensief and the spokespersons for culture of Vienna’s FPÖ, 

ÖVP, and Green Party: Heidemaire Unterrainer, Gerhard Salcher and Friedrun Huemer respectively. 

Schlingensief defended Bitte liebt Österreich throughout the discussion, never from the fragile 

position of someone in defence but constantly re-calibrating himself into the perspective of accuser. In 

an interesting example, he reverses the accusations of provocation: “Das, was wir machen, ist eine 

Selbstprovokation – eine leere Fläche, auf die projizieren Sie Ihr Bild drauf – Ihren Film –, und Sie 

haben pausenlos das Problem, dass sich die Bilder gegen Sie selbst kehren.” The event is all but an 

empty screen, and whoever is in front of it, is responsible for what he sees. In the context of the 

television debate this, however, also takes on an almost literal meaning, as the imagery reiterated by 

Bitte liebt Österreich is derived from the imagery of the political parties present at the table: the FPÖ 

and the Kronen Zeitung.  

 Schlingensief expressed often provocative opinions and arguments that sometimes not even 

correspond to one another, interrupted his interlocutors constantly, often lashing out at them in 

passing, and rarely answered a question. Thomas Mießgang observed that “Schlingensief führte den 

vielen TV-Talkern, die schon in die Haider-Falle gegangen sind, vor, wie man solche rhetorischen 

Marschflugkörper am besten entschärft: Gar nicht auf Kampfansagen eingehen, sondern so lange und 

so laut dazwischenquatschen, bis die ganze ‘Debattee’ in einem Karneval intelligiblen Geschreis 

implodiert.”
117

 

 

Schlingensief demonstrates that, as a media personality, he knows very well how to manipulate 

mediated events. Such a manipulative, calculated and cheeky mode implies a form of performance 

comparable to Auslander’s performance persona. His ‘character’ is not as easily named or titled, and 

less confined by profession than Unterrainers’ expectable act, but still it is a conscious counterpoint of 

his public persona. Schlingensief’s presence is also strikingly different when in dialogue at the 

containers, where he seems genuinely concerned.
118

 

 Richard Schmitz (ÖVP), Vienna’s former chairman of the city centre, characterizes 

Schlingensief’s media performance as follows: “Er ist ein ganz geschickter Selbstvermarkter. Und es 

gibt halt Medien die glauben das er irgendwas grossartiges erreichen wird. Es war hier so, es war auch 

am Wolfgangsee, wie er dort mit den Arbeitslosen aufgetaucht ist, es war hier nichts, und es war am 

Wolfgangsee nichts. Wirklich nichts. Ich hab dann sehr gestaunt wie ich die Medien gesehen hab, die 

                                                                 
116 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 28min50. 
117 Thomas Mießgang, ‘Sprachloses volk’, Die Zeit, 15 Juni 2000, accessed on 2 May 2014, through: 
http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief.xml, n.p. 
118 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, around minute 49, for example.  

http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief.xml


29 

 

Medienberichterstattung, es war sehr gut fotografiert.”
119

 There is nothing, really, he says, but the way 

it is staged and mediatised turns it into something expansive. Interestingly, Schmitz seems to speak 

about Schlingensief’s persona in the same breath as about his work. The action becomes an event 

through the ample use of mediation, but that does not render it a spectacle in the Situationist sense of a 

one-directional signification and passive reception. On the contrary, Schlingensief’s use of the media 

is successful because it effects response. His performance (be it natural or enacted) and that of his 

entourage, certainly make an active contribution to this. 

 Still, Schlingensief appears as a very natural and reasonable man as well. Outside of the 

performance’s original framework but within a significant carrier of meaning, Paul Poet’s film 

documenting Bitte liebt Österreich, Schlingensief offers commentary. He is seated in a domestic 

environment and comments on the events. Although this situation is very obviously a public one, 

Schlingensief seems more at ease while speaking out in an immediate unaffected fashion than during 

the project itself. For example, he explains that disproportion of economic circumstances can lead to 

xenophobia as an outlet. In Austria Jörg Haider affirmatively uses this mechanism. What seems to 

strike Schlingensief most is that he does so with very little intelligence.
120

 Or later, on the idea of 

having a real impact, he explains with the authority of someone who knows exactly where his 

potential lies. “Mich interessiert an diesen Ding wirklich verschiedene Systeme aufzufordern 

gemeinsam zu Tanzen. Und das ist dann das Bild. Und das Bild ist da, sechs Tage lang. Und es steht 

auch noch in zehn Jahren da und in hundert Jahren steht es da. Aber ob das die Welt verändert hat oder 

einzelne Menschen, das ist überhaupt nicht relevant. Weil nämlich die, die das vorwerfen letzendlich 

die Welt garantiert nicht veränderen. “
121

 

  Although he comes across as sincere and unaffected, he still speaks about the project in his 

role as a politically engaged theatre maker. It is probably safe to say Schlingensief is indeed sincere in 

these monologues, but that does not equal an immediate and objective view of someone – if that is 

even a possibility. The domestic environment, which triggers the viewer to provisionally suppose 

Schlingensief is seen at his own home, adds to the suggestion of genuineness of his performance (fig. 

3.6). The setting brings the attention to his private and professional life outside of the Bitte liebt 

Österreich project. In that respect, Schlingensief’s political engagement, cultivation, and his later 

professorship (in 2009, he was appointed as ‘Universitätsprofessor Kunst in Aktion’ at the Hochschule 

für Bildende Künste in Braunschweig) are part of the background from which he speaks here. Even if 

he and Poet might not be consciously manipulating anything, those elements of Schlingensief’s public 

image are successfully employed precisely because the spectator takes the casual mise-en-scène as 

genuine.  

 Schlingensief’s performance in Tracht, although caricatured, is not radically different from his 

behaviour on location. It shows the continuum of degrees of performance that can be perceived: from 

relatively ‘unmasked’ expressions like the domestic close-up monologues in Paul Poet’s documentary, 

to a statement like “Der Unterschied zum wirklichen Leben ist, dass man im realen Leben nicht 

anrufen kann, wenn man z.B. Herrn Haider aus dem Land wählen will” , which is illustrative of 

Schlingensief’s media performance, and at the far end of the spectrum, a highly constructed attitude 

that Schlingensief embodies during a major portion of his time on camera. The methods of over-

identification and ‘Rekapitulation’ that he uses, in Schlingensief’s case implies a Brechtian persona, 

used to present his subjectivity and demonstrate his enactment at the same time, as an ‘epic’ actor.  

 The distinction between his enactments (however small and incorporated) and a more natural 

mode is often difficult to make, as his presence incorporates and embodies the dynamics completely. 

This reminds not only of the ambiguity Mauss has demonstrated to be essential to the understanding of 
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persona, it is especially worthy of Auslander’s notion of the performance persona. A continuity 

maintains the performer recognisable, but different characters can be discerned. Also Auslander’s 

observation that a performance persona is a construct which is often difficult to discern from any ‘real 

person’ behind it rings true. In that respect, the impenetrability that Jung’s early Schopenhauer-

inspired persona represents is noteworthy here. It becomes visible in the apparent genuineness of his 

intimate interviews for Poet’s film, as his ostensible sincerity only makes one wonder more whether 

this may be a role, too. This is comparable to the theatrically conceptual idealistic persona that Beuys 

embodied, which Schlingensief recalls to a degree, but without the mythic rituals, and any self-

mystification located in a decidedly different mode of performance – apparently much more natural, 

that is. This is also connected to Jung’s later understanding that one may become his professional 

persona when embraced with enough ambition.  

 Speaking of Beuys, Schlingensief’s performance recalls Buchloh’s criticism of the former 

publically and spectacularly performing the role of the artist. In relation to the artist’s public persona, 

Buchloh specifically rejects the way Beuys publically enacted “travesties” of various roles in his 

capacity of artist.
122

 Schlingensief comparably integrates the roles of the game show host and that of 

the populist politician within his performance persona. Coincidentally, Buchloh is in the same lecture 

critical of another Beuys characteristic that relates to Bitte liebt Österreich as well: Beuys’ engaging in 

a public discourse of mourning, rendering mourning a collective act (a spectacle, perhaps) while it 

should be individually experienced. While Schlingensief most certainly engages in public discourse, 

and seemingly spectacularly so, he does create an actual debate, where indeed everyone is allowed 

(supposed even) to engage on his or her own behalf, to construct an individual experience, and help 

shape a collective experience, as the performance was open and open-ended.  

 Independently from any notion from the provisional demarcation of persona, it seems that 

Schlingensief’s enactments are to a degree constitutive of the public persona that gives them 

continuity. Public reactions, such as Schmitz’ comments on Schlingensief’s work, attest this 

mechanism, as well as the way his public persona has been shaped by provocative performances (see 

note 95 on My Felt, My Fat, My Hare, for example). 

 

3.5 Asylum seekers 

The asylum seekers form a major site of signification within Bitte liebt Österreich. Since the public is 

supposed to be able to decide over their fates, their subordination is the dramatized device for 

reflection on ways of treating asylum seekers in a national or cultural context. The asylum seekers are 

performing in the sense that they obey a choreography of procedures, and that they are recorded 24 

hours a day. How are they staged, how do they perform, and to what degree do they constitute a 

collective persona?  

 

The asylum seekers in Bitte liebt Österreich do not partake in any kind of public interaction, nor are 

they interviewed in Poet’s film. This silencing seems to be a reflection of the marginal existence of the 

general illegal alien, a figure who can only be there as a mute Other. Within the container compound 

the gaze of the general public is allowed to follow them, but they cannot see the intruder, nor speak up. 

When the asylum seekers undergo German language classes and PE, exposed on the roofs of the 

containers, this seems a reference to the enforced assimilation and naturalization of the Other in the 

contemporary Western world. When deported and led away by professionally looking security guards, 
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the asylum seekers hold a copy of Kronen Zeitung – often showing women in lingerie – in front of 

their faces to divert the eagerly flashing cameras capturing their faces. In so doing, they refer to 

criminals who do the same thing to prevent from being recognized (fig. 3.7). This image constitutes an 

emblem of sorts that, so the embodied metaphor argues, would be applied to him: a xenophobic agent 

performatively projects an image of inferiority or evil upon the face of the unknown subject. A classic 

example of Brechtian Gestus, the act over-identifies and materializes racist attitudes, and renders him 

a personification of xenophobia rather than of the foreigner. The asylum seekers are not only muted, 

marginalized, objectified, subordinated, and criminalized (fig. 3.8).
123

 Wearing wigs and appearing 

trashy in various ways, they are ridiculed as well.
124

 Albeit in a heavily dramatized way, 

Schlingensief’s mode of staging the asylum seekers can be described as Parker’s ‘knowing 

participation’ to the mechanisms of the repressed ideology that is subject of the social critique.  

 The identities of the so-called asylum seekers are shrouded in mist. Their situation is so 

explicitly staged that one wonders whether they really are asylum seekers at all. The motif of eviction 

and deportation is obviously false. The authorities would never support or allow such an operation. 

Likewise, the asylum seekers may simply be actors. Yet, Poet’s film documents an apparently very 

candid discussion where the camera happens to be present, or so it seems. One of Schlingensief’s crew 

members explains to someone else how the asylum seekers will not all of a sudden be free when they 

are taken out of the containers by the activists who stormed the compound, that they do not even speak 

German, that they might have thought to get killed. “Was denkt ihr denn, die können gar kein 

Deutsch! Das Getrampel danachst, die haben doch gedacht die werden jetzt umgebracht hier?!”
125

 It 

looks like the figures are actual asylum seekers – be it staged and instructed in order to function within 

the dramaturgy. This is supported by a note in Lilienthal’s and Philipp’s ‘documentation’, stating that 

the identities of the asylum seekers should be protected and that fictitious biographies should be 

written.
126

  

 The true identity of the ‘asylum seekers’ does not make much difference in the operation of 

Bitte liebt Österreich. In the words of a journalist who states that they are actors but at the same time 

realizes that this is not the point: “Dass es sich bei den ‘Asylwerbern’ um Schauspieler handelt, mag 

die Hardcore-Fans von Schlingensief enttäuschen, dem Erfolg des Projektes tut es keinen Abbruch.”
127

 

Important is the fact that, either way, within the performance’s dramaturgy the ‘asylum seekers’ stage 

their roles in a mode of enactment. They need to be identifiable as asylum seekers for the dramaturgy 

to function. Moreover, their being ‘unknown’ is significant to the extent that as such, they are more 

explicitly positioned in a role as social outcasts. Thirdly, by actively maintaining the possibility that 

both of these interpretations is valid, Schlingensief generated as much public debate as possible, which 

was probably one of his main goals to begin with, and forces the public to reflect on the relation 

between the action and its ideological background.  

 Because of their ambivalence the ‘asylum seekers’ are a two-way target: not only the target of 

populist public sentiments but also a ‘counter-identified’ target to indirectly aim at those very 

sentiments. Varney argues that they “can be productively viewed as historical subjects rather than 

                                                                 
123 For an informative account of Brechtian Gestus, see: Peter Brooker, ‘Key words in Brecht’s theory and practice of 

theatre’, in: Peter Thomson, Glendyr Sacks (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 219-222. 
124 Schlingensief has a preference for trashy aesthetics and weird sense of entertainment. Especially in his films from the 

1990s, he had a tendency to make his actors look funny. In that sense, dressing his ‘performers’ up like this can be considered 
reflexive self-mockery. 
125 Anonymous (Aino Laberenz?) in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 1h00min40 
126 Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000), pp. 95-96, 102-103. The invented identities of the twelve asylum seekers are: Gong 

Xiaowei (China), Nerem Njawé (Cameroon), Teresa Beqiri (Kosovo), Wole Osifo (Nigeria), Leila El-Hashimi (Iraq), Eugen 

Major (Zimbabwe), Dumiso Mungoshi (Zimbabwe), Ramus Pivok (Albanese from Kosovo), Zhu Qiang (China), Ranil 
Shunta (Sri Lanka), Jahanshah Alvandi (Albania), Sema Kolat (Kurdistan). 
127 Mießgang, op. cit. (2000), n.p. 
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individuals.”
128

 Any reference to Foucault’s historical subject seems false, as the latter indicates a 

mode of perceiving selfhood as unstable historical phenomenon, changing itself and modified by 

things outside of itself – as opposed to Varney describing a quality that can be ascribed to an 

individual.
129

 Varney’s understanding seems congruent with Daston and Sibum’s ‘universally 

recognised type’, in this case used not as a vehicle of transformativity for rendering selfhood, but as 

site of signification, performing within Schlingensief’s critique.  

 A similar mechanism of the indirect, counter-identified target is visible in Martijn 

Engelbregt’s Regoned Illegalenformulier (‘Illegal Alien Form’, 2003).
130

 A letter that bears enough 

traces of formality to pass for official was delivered at 200.608 Amsterdam households, asking to fill 

out information about any illegal aliens that the receiver should be acquainted with. The project 

appears to render implied subjects victims of an exclusion policy. Xenophobe sentiments are over-

identified through the signifiers of repressed collaboration and power (the “obscene superego 

underside of the system”, in Žižek’s words). The implied illegal aliens are the critical device on which 

the strategy depends.  

 Also in Bitte liebt Österreich, the asylum seekers are reduced to archetypes. As a collective of 

homogeneous ‘culturally recognised types’, they function as a site of signification, subordinate to the 

praxis of Schlingensief’s critique in which they perform. They have lost their individuality and agency 

so they can – possibly as an over-identified and heavily exaggerated model of reality – be considered a 

collective signifier for a group of individuals who have lost their subjectivity in a society that submits 

them to its power. Their ambiguity implies the necessity to consider them partly as natural asylum 

seekers while the obvious dramatization of commonplaces of xenophobia implies enactment. They 

exist in between identity and image, in between in between public and aesthetic conceptions of 

persona, which makes them perfect examples of the ambiguities of persona according to all discussed 

notions (except for Brecht’s demonstrative one). This is to say that within Bitte liebt Österreich (and 

possibly as over-identification of the targeted ideology), the ‘asylum seekers’ are a collective persona, 

a collective signifier, rather than sovereign subjects. The security crew embodies their natural and 

theatrical foil. Their mode of performance can equally be interpreted as simultaneously following the 

performance’s basic script and improvising on their role on basis of their own experience. 

 Since the word ‘persona’ etymologically corresponds with ‘mask’, an interesting case of over-

identification occurs in their gesture of holding a tabloid in front of their face when being led out of 

the compound. The asylum seeker persona enacts a coded gesture, one that associates him with 

criminality and subordination, perhaps guilt and embarrassment. The over-identification of the persona 

with what threatens her in her subjective integrity is doubled by the circumstance that the viewer does 

not know her nature. The re-enactment of stereotypes of asylum seekers is a performance, independent 

from the subjects’ nature. The circumstance that they are recognised as such could be described as a 

performance of embodiment. And the staged but establishing and recognisable signs of repression 

demonstrate the performative production of the asylum seeker as social figures or cultural types.  

 

3.6 Anonymous right-wing sentiment figures 

Another group of people whose degree of performance is difficult to establish are figures who seem to 

be actors around the containers re-enacting right-wing sentiments. They are clearly visible in Paul 

Poet’s collages, topsy-turvy montages like a culture-jammed tableau (fig. 3.9). As cover image of his 

film they have become icons of the action. The cheap quality of this image can be seen as a metaphor 

for the artificial montage of different personae, characters and representations by Bitte liebt Österreich 

as a whole. 

                                                                 
128 Varney op. cit., p. 112 
129 See: Clare O’Farrell, Michel Foucault, London: Sage Publications, 2005, p. 111. 
130 http://www.egbg.nl/?id=1299595344.  
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  One of the most striking examples is a seemingly mentally handicapped man dressed up with 

his brown suit full of medals, a military looking cap and an Austrian flag, calling “Aus mit den 

Ausländern”, and while waving the flag and unintelligibly mumbling, gesticulating to cut someone’s 

throat (fig. 3.10).
131

 It is tempting to think of him as an actor, as he constitutes a character that – 

intentionally or not – fits within Schlingensief’s critique very well. He is walking around wearing a 

crutch sort of walking stick, which does not reassure any assumption that this is a natural act. He could 

function as a personification of militaristic nationalist nostalgia clad in mental derangement. If he is 

indeed an actor, it is an interesting case of ‘delegated performance’, as Claire Bishop has termed the 

strategy, because Schlingensief quite often works with mentally handicapped people.
132

 The 

involvement of mentally handicapped people in other events were acts of affirmative delegated 

performance. Here, however, the employment of a relatively innocent individual who cannot be held 

fully responsible for his actions would be an instrument to point out the influence of nationalist and 

neo-fascist ideas on the totality of the social fabric.  

 A similar figure is a woman in a tent dress of sorts making faces and shouting “Ausländer 

raus, Piefkes raus!” hysterically and continuously, her voice affectedly broken. Their appearance is 

ambiguous and excludes a condition neither of natural identity nor of enactment. As culturally 

recognisable types, it seems safe to suggest that they fit in the provisional demarcation of persona as 

outlined in the introduction. Yet, they can be more specifically interpreted as ambivalent figures that 

function as elements of Schlingensief’s critique, constituting ‘codified morals’ that could incite 

bystanders and other spectators to consider how a manifest or repressed ideology shapes its 

subordinate subjects. However, they are not major agents in Bitte liebt Österreich as a whole.  

 

3.7 Representations of xenophobia 

Representations and images are important agents in Schlingensief’s strategy. In Poet’s film, he 

explains how he has very little understanding for peace groups or resistance fighters, not even the 

sympathetic ones. On the contrary, Schlingensief explains his strategy as an apparatus for image 

disruption: “Wenn mich etwas ärgert, wenn irgendetwas nicht stimmt, dann habe ich gefälligst dafür 

zu sorgen, dass das Bild das sich darstellt, als ein gesäubertes und verständnisvolles Bild, gestört wird. 

Also es ist eine Bilderstörungsmaschine gewesen.”
133

 Schlingensief’s key to social issues is the image, 

or more generally the public representation with which unjust practices are disguised as pure and 

reasonable. To distort this image seems to have been one of the major functions of Bitte liebt 

Österreich.  

 There are various FPÖ-related expressions. Most striking are the FPÖ flags prominently on 

display, but there are also FPÖ election posters with Jörg Haider’s image on the walls of the 

containers. As a daily morning chorus excerpts of Haider’s speeches are broadcast, such as this one, 

where Haider asks a cheering crowd what they think of immigrants: “[...] haben diese Drogenhändler 

an unserer Jugend verbrochen, welche Familien haben sie ruiniert, wieviel Kinder haben sie kaputt 

gemacht? Dies muss glaube ich die Linie sein um die es geht [...]”.
134

The sound bites are taken from 

the kind of broadcast that is specifically coded with nationalism, collective veneration of the speaker 

and indiscriminate acceptance of the allegedly shared ideals. Haider’s amplified words form a 

grotesque contrast with the posh, classical, and otherwise still quiet square. Posters with isolated 

quotes like “Wien darf nicht Chicago werden - FPÖ”; “In Österreich gibt es 300.000 Arbeitslose und 

                                                                 
131 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 17min10. 
132 Claire Bishop, ‘Outsourcing Authenticity? Delegated Performance in Contemporary Art’, in: Double Agent, exh. cat. 

Institute of Contemporary Arts London, 2008, pp. 110-125. Change 2000, for example, was an extensive action in which a 

political party was set up to participate in the 1998 German elections. It set out to be an inclusive party which placed all kinds 

of usually marginalized people on the foreground. 
133 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 17min40. 
134 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 12min30. 
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300.000 offizielle Ausländer. -Haider”. The use of the sign with the SS motto ‘Unsere Ehre heisst 

Treue’ as an intensification in reaction to the assault of the containers, indicates an appropriation of a 

war of representation fought out in the public sphere. 

 The reference to the right-wing tabloid Kronen Zeitung is made explicit by a large banner with 

the logo that hangs under the ‘Ausländer raus’ sign. It has been referred to as ‘Zentralorgan des 

enragierten Kleinbürgers’
135

, as ‘hegemonialen Tageszeitung’
136

, and in Poet’s film it is characterized 

as “Weltweit grösstes printmonopol einer Tageszeitung. 1 million Auflage bei 8 millionen 

Bevölkerung. 43,4% Reichweite”
137

. Philosopher Burghart Schmidt argues that “Im Hintergrund aller 

österreichische Entwicklungen steht Dichand mit ‘der Krone’.”
138

 David Art has demonstrated that 

Kronen Zeitung was one of the most prominent supporters of the FPÖ.
139

 As both a carrier of the 

xenophobic spirit and a symbol of its powerful presence in society, Kronen Zeitung amounts to enough 

reason for Schlingensief to choose it as a main target. 

 Despite this ostensible emphasis on the FPÖ/ÖPV coalition and Kronen Zeitung, Bitte liebt 

Österreich targeted the entire political sphere and specifically the nationalist and conservative minds. 

The Mercedes-Benz that drove off the deported asylum seekers was adorned with the Austrian coat of 

arms, and in an early draft, Schlingensief planned to have a real preacher serving mass at the container 

compound.
140

  

 

There are three other major impersonal frames of signification in Bitte liebt Österreich: its location in 

Vienna, the container compound as its stage, and the Big Brother motif. I will discuss these before 

elaborating on the role of public supporters and the general public.  

 

3.8 Location 

The intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich consisted – if conceptualized applying Kati Röttger’s notion 

of urban intervention – in creating a stage within this political and ethical public sphere that enables 

concrete political, economic and social agency.
141

 Stage here is to be understood as an interruption, a 

discontinuity in the constant flux of singularities and action that constitute the urban space. A space-

time that is opened up in which public space is compressed and actors and spectators transpose. It may 

not be able to effect catharsis, but is able to reverse, as the dramatic moment of peripeteia, the status 

quo, even temporarily. Bitte liebt Österreich can thus be considered the simultaneous aesthetization of 

Vienna’s public space as theatrical stage and the realization of intentional action into responsitivity 

and dialogue – the realization of an enactment into a ‘Geschehen’, something that is happening 

historically. But what sort of urban space was this, and how exactly did the spatiotemporal 

discontinuity of the stage operate? 

 Bitte liebt Österreich was a highly site-specific action. Its location on the Herbert von Karajan-

Platz that is defined by the Wiener Staatsoper and Hotel Sacher as Vienna’s epicentre of bourgeois 

tradition was invaded by the motley montage of containers, flags, mottos, and the disembodied 

presence of Haider through the amplification of his xenophobic speeches. Austria’s proud and rich 

culture was radically confronted with its repressed ideological underside of racism and latent neo-

fascism (to borrow Žižek’s parlance once more).  

                                                                 
135 Mießgang, op. cit. (2000), n.p. 
136 Diedrich Diederichsen, ‘Shortcuts – zu Christoph Schlingensiefs Bitte, liebt Österreich!’, in: Texte zur Kunst, Nr. 39 / 

September 2000, p. 98. 
137 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 16min. 
138 Burghardt Schmidt in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 16min14.  
139 David Art?, The Politics of the Nazi Past in Germany and Austria, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 

188–91. 
140 Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 20. 
141 Kati Röttger, ‘Stadt als Bühne’, in: Doreen Hartmann, Inga Lemke, Jessica Nitsche (eds.), Interventionen. 

Grenzüberschreitungen in Ästhetik, Politik und Ökonomie, München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2012, pp. 127-137. 
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 The stage of the intervention was built up of container modules surrounded by a fence and 

roofed with a stage. The motive of the container is a ready-made gestic device: as adapted from the 

Big Brother format it could have been a rather meaningless physical structure supporting the action’s 

concepts and logistics. On the contrary, it is full of connotations that play a part in the cynical portrait 

of the reality of asylum seekers. The container can be seen as a metaphor for deportation, as many real 

refugee centres are commonly known to have housing built of cheap ‘container’ modules. At the same 

time it situates the phenomenon of immigration and deportation within the context of the commodity 

culture, as symbolized by the sea container as metaphor for international trade. As the containers host 

‘illegal aliens’, the connotation with human traffic shows up easily, known to occur in trucks, 

containers and other industrial means of transportation.  

 In an early form, the performance’s subtitle was Erste europäische Konzentrationswoche, 

(later replaced with Erste europäische Koalitionswoche).
142

 Schlingensief clearly anticipated on a 

reference to Nazi concentration camps. Also in Poet’s film this forms part of the frame of reference, as 

a voiceover in the introduction states that while the EU enforced sanctions over the extreme-right wing 

coalition, people in Brussels could be heard asking “Sollen wir warten bis sie wieder 

Konzentrationslager aufstellen?”
143

  

 As Jan Jagodzinski has pointed out, Schlingensief’s asylum seekers are similar to the Eight 

people paid to remain inside cardboard boxes (1999-2000), whom Santiago Sierra paid minimal 

wages to sit in a box, fifty days long, for hours a day.
144

 The gallery visitors were confronted with this 

allegory of the conditions on which their own relative wealth depended. In that sense, the emphasis on 

the Austrian coalition as occasion and target of Bitte liebt Österreich is misleading, since asylum 

seekers in ‘containered’ conditions waiting for deportation were an existent international phenomenon.  

 When Schlingensief invited the audience into the compound, he characterizes it as a peep 

show: “Sie können jetzt hier kostenlos herein gehen, kommen sie, meine Damen und Herrn, gehen sie 

jetzt hier rein, hinten in die Peep Show, und schauen Sie sich Ihren Asylbewerber an.” To call the 

asylum seekers your asylum seekers, to be regarded as property of the Austrian people provided the 

containers with overtones of slave ships and nineteenth-century ‘human zoos’.  

 

3.9 Big Brother 

The Big Brother phenomenon is heavily referenced in Bitte liebt Österreich. The use of camera 

surveillance (CCTV, web streaming, and peepholes in the containers) refers both to Big Brother’s 

surveillance paradigm and to the coalition’s view of foreigners as a threat to national security.
145

 As a 

TV show, Big Brother was never a critical phenomenon in its own right. Its namesake, the personage 

of the all-seeing symbolic dictator figure in George Orwell’s 1984 certainly was. The ‘Big Brother’ 

format now realizes the critical potential that the TV show could only effect indirectly, through a 

discourse that was unavoidable but not enacted by the show itself.  

 Big Brother can be regarded an icon of the theme of populism in Bitte liebt Österreich, used to 

stage representations of xenophobia. The TV format is connected to populist news media and populist 

politics in two ways. Firstly, there is a correspondence between Big Brother’s contestants’ aim of 

gaining popularity and the motive of populism and prevalence of ‘market share’ in party politics. The 

use of (interactive) media that characterize these tendencies is simulated in Bitte liebt Österreich to 

address the second joint between right-wing politics and Big Brother: the common attribute and key 

                                                                 
142 Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 93. 
143 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 2min30. 
144 Jan Jagodzinski, Visual Art and Education in an Era of Designer Capitalism, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 
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principle of man’s lust for power, and particularly the power to exclude others. This is symbolized not 

only in the possibility of voting.  

The construction of in and out-groups and the shaping of collective opinions are facilitated by media, 

and by populist media in particular. The motif of voting within the context of Big Brother reminds of 

the strong mutual attraction of media and power: as a TV show its social relevance is purely symbolic, 

yet the possibility of speaking out about it through interactive media led to national social dynamics 

close to manias in different countries. Schlingensief comments on this theme in Poet’s film: “A 

process of elimination is at the heart of the program [...] Once the focus is shifted onto the process of 

elimination itself (and not the winners), it gets interesting because you see how society becomes 

involved and takes part in the creation of losers.”
146

 Sloterdijk refers to this as a party game: “Mir 

scheint bei diesem Projekt wichtig, dass in theatralischer Form mit sehr dunklen sozialen Affekten ein 

Gesellschaftsspiel gespielt wird – jenes Gesellschaftsspiel, das ohnehin immer gespielt wird. 

Gesellschaften sind große Plastiken, die aus affektivem Material geformt werden. Ein wichtiger Faktor 

dabei ist, dass die Gesellschaften ununterbrochen Eliminationsspiele spielen, Spiele der Zugehörigkeit 

und der Nichtzugehörigkeit.”
147 The interactivity and audience participation involved in Big Brother 

could be regarded as an exponent of the democratization the media have witnessed since the 1990’s. 

But how democratic can this show be – thoroughly framed and manipulated by its production and 

presentation – if it constitutes a collective mode of surveillance? Benjamin Ginsburg and Jürgen 

Habermas have related the daily polls that were part of the show to the reduction of democratic debate 

to the regime of market research and strategies of public relations manipulation.
148

   
 The use of motifs of Big Brother is fused in Schlingensief’s intervention with representations 

of repressed xenophobic sentiments. This contrast disrupts the TV format’s public image by taking it 

from its medial context and inserting it mercilessly in a completely different one, a contrast which 

results as shocking precisely because of Schlingensief’s suggestion of a metonymic relation between 

the two. 

 

The ‘representations’ as I consider them here can thus be broadly defined as impersonal carriers of 

meaning that are instrumentalized by Schlingensief to reflect on the charge that hides behind the 

signifier. They constitute the main agents in the critique, besides the personae of the asylum seekers 

and Schlingensief. 

 

3.10 Public supporters 

There are other people who contribute to the performance, some of whom are well-known figures in 

their own right. Elfriede Jelinek, the Nobel Prize winning Austrian author and playwright is a major 

participant, writing, rehearsing and performing a site-specific play of Punch and Judy with the asylum 

seekers. There are concerts, among others by Einstürzende Neubauten. French-German politician 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit and American theatre director Peter Sellars visit. In one of his press conferences, 

Schlingensief is accompanied by German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk. These people are certainly 

public personae in the sense that they are known and recognized in specific ways. Also, their 

participation in the performance renders them elements within Schlingensief’s critique (as a mild kind 

                                                                 
146 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, cited in Varney, op. cit., p. 109. 
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of delegated performance). Although they certainly play along in a staged and directed situation, their 

mode seems natural, not enacting a character. On the other hand, they do recall Jung’s professional 

persona in embodying their social role (but less affectedly than Schlingensief and Unterrainer in the 

TV debate had done, for example).  

 The security guards have a similar role, in a structural way: they certainly are security 

professionals (the project requires this and their assistance is frequently needed) and are recognised as 

such. The latter is important because they function as metaphors for authority and enforcement of law, 

order, and norms in Schlingensief’s critique. It is interesting to consider the role of the left-wing 

protesters in this context as well. They are not an official part of the project, so their function is 

necessarily different when considered factually. But when interpreted with the notion of theatricality 

in mind, they can be regarded as actors in an allegorical role play of social dynamics. Diederich 

Diederichsen has noted the same, and considers them furthermore an indication of the staged nature of 

the public sphere: “Der Hinweis darauf, dass auch linke Demonstrant/innen ein Bestandteil der 

Inszenierung “Öffentlichkeit” sind, und darüber hinaus der Hinweis auf die Inszeniertheit oder 

Theatralität von Öffentlichkeit setzt ja nicht die Virulenz dieser Öffentlichkeit ausser Kraft oder ihre  

Regeln.”
149

 Indeed, Bitte liebt Österreich may have appeared theatrical at times, but it always derived 

an urgent seriousness from its context. 

 

 

3.11 General public 

The general public as a collective of individual actors, part of the public sphere outside of the project’s 

physical location, is integrally implied in the event. By democratically having right-wing extremism in 

their government, all Austrians are co-responsible, Schlingensief implies. In a mode of over-

identification with nationalist loyalty he addresses the Austrian people: “Ausländer raus! Nicht 

umsonst manifestierte sich dieser Spruch hier auf prominentester Ebene, spricht Österreich das aus 

was sich der Rest nur denkt. Und Sie sind ein Teil davon. Machen Sie sich laut!”
150

 The audience is 

not so much an audience of theatre lovers and other Bildungsbürger, as with the Wiener Festwochen is 

the case, but the general public. On location, strangers discussed with each other, sometimes fed by 

Schlingensief’s instigation and mediation. Interactions occurred that could be described as situations 

in both the Brechtian and the Situationist sense. Furthermore, the public is not addressed as spectators 

but as participants. “Sie werden es erleben” was a tagline of both Big Brother and Bitte liebt 

Österreich. People were not only participants in productive sense, but also can be considered actors in 

a role play, as Carl Hegemann suggests: “Ich war extrem überrascht [...] auf welche bewundernswerte 

Weise die ganze österreichische Bevölkerung da offensichtlich mitgespielt hat.”
151

  

 Schlingensief has recognised this theatrical overtone in a different way. As the director of the 

media event, he seems to have envisioned it without direction of the general public or without stable 

narrative in general. At least, that is how it turned out, he says: “Man war eigentlich mitten drin. Und 

so betrat man in einen Film ein der eigentlich gedreht werden sollte, und konnte nicht mehr 

koordinieren, man stand einfach plötlich in dem Film und in seinem eigenem Film. Nicht mehr ein 

Film von mir oder von Herrn Schmitz oder von Herrn Bondy. Wir haben eigentlich ein Produkt 

erzeugt - ich sage bewusst Produkt - dass sich so verselbstandigt hat, wie es normalerweise nur ein 

Virus im Körper macht. Das ist das Idealprodukt wo die ganze Wirtschaft nach sucht, ist das, was man 

einmal einführt, und das sich dann wie ein Schneeballsystem weiter ausbaut.”
152 It could be argued 

that what Schlingensief understands as film is the event’s spatio-temporal stage. The intervention 
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created a discontinuation (in Röttger’s understanding) of the status quo to engage people whose 

totality in a way seemed to embody the Austrian society as a whole. If not staged or directed, in the 

line of theatricality the events on the square outside the container compound can be seen as an 

amalgam of social role plays. 
  

3.12 ‘Documentalists’ 

The denotation of the film and the book as ‘documentation’ cannot conceal Paul Poet, Matthias 

Lilienthal and Carl Phillip as co-producers of meaning alongside Schlingensief. The importance of a 

‘documentary’ film for the reception of a project like Bitte liebt Österreich is demonstrated by Denise 

Varney’s extensive use of and relying on it as a documentation, instead of considering it a relatively 

autonomous artistic work. She makes a case about a racist song that is heard while the asylum seekers 

are seen dancing in their shared living room, and states that “the key ethical question revolved around 

whether they understood the racist German lyrics of the song to which they ‘cheerfully’ danced.”
153

 

Although her basic thought is legitimate, as the question whether the asylum seekers are completely 

aware of the way they are instrumentalized is relevant both in ethical and theatrical terms, she fails to 

recognize that the song is an extra-diegetic sound track edited into the film. This is a strong case of 

over-identified simulation of racist sentiments in society on behalf of Paul Poet, that goes relatively 

unnoticed, or at least, anonymous, even by scholarly beholders. In the same vein, Varney credited 

Poet’s film cover collage as ‘Photo: Paul Poet’. 

 Although the book by Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus Philipp’s Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus 

is probably less current than the film and therefore less influential on the way the project has been 

understood, it is still an interesting case. Its subtitle is ‘Dokumentation’, but it succeeds well in staying 

in between credibility and obvious satire. On one of its first pages, the book fakes an official statement 

by ‘the’ government: “Wir haben die Asylanten benutzt! Wir haben ihr Leben aufs Spiel gesetzt! Wir 

hatten keinerlei Skrupel! Wir fanden das einfach nur geil! - Die Regierung”.
154

 It could be argued that 

the makers of the book as well as Paul Poet imitate the more instrumental aspects of Schingensief’s 

strategy: ambiguity (in this case to suspend disbelief) and irony (to entertain).  

 

3.13 Analogon as mechanism of meaning production 

Together, these personae, characters and other representations form a critique of an a-typical structure. 

It resembles Fredric Jameson’s adaptation
155

 of Jean-Paul Sartre’s analogon.
156

 In analysing the 1975 

Hollywood film Dog Day Afternoon, Jameson developed a schematic rendering of the way characters, 

actors and ideological background relate to each other. First he demonstrates that the class structure 

that frames the film is marked by an economy of globalization where local social structures are 

endangered by an impersonal culture, exemplified by multinational companies. Then, Jameson 

provides the viewer with a novel way of looking at the film. The ideological background of the subject 

matter of Dog Day Afternoon is brought to the fore by the different functions of its main characters 

and the “overt thematics of the media exploitation” of the bank robbery that forms its pivot.
157

 More 

important, Jameson argues, is that the actors playing them convey an ideological message themselves. 

He shows that what seems to be the background to the “conventional anti-hero plot” – the changing 

socio-economic context of globalisation and macro-state entrepreneurship – could be considered the 

essence of the film. Jameson turns the attention to the ‘star system’, and explicates the actors’ public 

images as carriers of meaning for the narrative of the film they are acting in. Furthermore, he states 

                                                                 
153 Varney, op. cit., p. 112. 
154 Lilienthal & Phillipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 13. 
155 Fredric Jameson, ‘Class and Allegory in Contemporary Mass Culture: Dog Day Afternoon as a Political Film’, College 

English, Vol. 38, No. 8 (April 1977), pp. 843-859. 
156 Jameson cites: Jean-Paul Sartre, The Psychology of Imagination, New York: Washington Square Press, 1968, pp. 21-71. 
157 Fredric Jameson, ibid., p. 858. 
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that the spectator derives the narrative through the actors’ public images as intermediaries: “Indeed we 

read each of the major actors in terms of his distance from the star system: Sonny’s relationship to 

Maretti is that of superstar [Al Pacino] to character actor (Charles Durning), and our reading of this 

particular narrative is not a direct passage from one character or actant to another, but passes through 

the mediation of our identification and decoding of the actors’ status as such.”
158

 While Al Pacino is a 

famous movie star who had already stood out in hits like The Godfather (parts I and II) and Serpico, 

the actor playing the FBI agent is well-known through his lead role in the television series Family (but 

unknown in Hollywood).  

 The analogon then, is “that structural nexus in our reading or viewing experience, in our 

operations of decoding or aesthetic reception, which can then do double duty and stand as the 

substitute and the representative within the aesthetic object of a phenomenon on the outside which 

cannot in the very nature of things be ‘rendered’ directly.”
159

 The introduction of TV in film through 

the TV actor is both mediating our identification with the character in question and ‘substituting’ and 

‘representing’ a cultural and ideological change. Jameson calls this an allegory, in a sense that relates 

to theatricality: “To become figurable – that is to say, visible in the first place, accessible to our 

imaginations the classes have to be able to become in some sense characters in their own right: this is 

the sense in which the term allegory in our title is to be taken as a working hypothesis.”
160

 Society is 

allegorized in personifications of ideological classes whose main attribute is anchored in their public 

image and its mediation. 

 

3.14 Allegorical critique 

The personae, characters and other representations (the “characters or actants”, to speak with 

Jameson) are fitting representations of ‘phenomena on the outside’, but are perceived by the general 

public through the intermediaries of their public images. The way we relate to, ‘decode’ and 

‘aesthetically receive’ whomever we see framed by media or stages of sorts, depends on our 

identification with them. In Jameson’s analogon-analysis of Dog Day Afternoon, characters and actors 

both are allegorical indicators for a changing socio-economic context – exemplified by the cultural 

position of film and TV that mediates them and by which the film audience identifies them. In Bitte 

liebt Österreich the asylum seekers’ collective persona and a variety of representations function as 

‘substitutes’ and ‘representatives’ of the popularization of right-wing nationalism in Europe which 

coincided with a further popularization of the media, the latter of which is employed directly by 

Schlingensief to stage those elements – including himself. Schlingensief is the only one to whom the 

analogon applies in the strict sense, since he is only with an amalgamate of ‘characters’ that are 

recognized through the public image of the ‘actor’ as public persona.  

 Still, the mechanism of the analogon is insightful. Schlingensief uses our mediatized 

identification of the ‘actant’ personae and representations – like Jameson has characterized the way 

TV and cinema as separate systems influenced viewers’ identification with their respective actors – as 

a critical device. The disjunction, for example, between the initial Big Brother-related framing of the 

asylum seekers and the subsequent awareness that they are not people in a show for fun and prize 

money but marginalized and excluded individuals amounts to a Verfremdungseffekt leading to the 

confronting insight that this dramatization of rejection is shockingly similar to the way people are 

treated in everyday reality. At the same time, the analogon points at the TV-format’s qualities 

responsible for national sentiments of inclusion and exclusion through the semantic channels of 

entertainment. 
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 For the people present at the Herbert-Karajan Platz the confrontation was exacerbated by the 

barely visible physical presence of the asylum seekers in the containers. Thus the face-to-face 

eyewitness experience could be considered a modality that mediates our identification and decoding 

just as much as media regimes. Schlingsief himself activates a broader spectrum of public debate 

through different modes of embodied role-playing in different medial regimes: he was present on-site, 

at a press conference and broadcasted in TV shows. He is featured heavily in a book and a film as 

documentations of Bitte liebt Österreich, but also invited Jörg Haider in a letter jointly written with 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Peter Pilz, as a form of more old-fashioned and more private network 

communication.
161

 In the context of Bitte liebt Österreich we can then use Jameson’s analogon to 

consider ‘culturally recognised types’ as representations of the changing socio-economic status quo 

(which were, in Jameson’s analysis, the actors as representations of the changing media landscape that 

was in turn a symptom of macro-economic change). The potential of this transition is underscored by 

Schlingensief’s recognition and use of media as channels of meaning production. In the same vein as 

Jameson’s playing Hollywood’s star system against the upcoming TV celebrity culture, various 

‘actants’, with and through different conventions and connotations, produce meaning.  

 Schlingensief refuses to voices the average Austrian as a character in his critique. The strength 

of the performance does not lie in apt visualization of repressed ideologies or any cathartic 

transformation of the status quo of its underside – which it does not seem to aim at – but in the 

creation of a stage in Röttger’s sense, where people can actualize their opinions now that the 

immaculate image of Austria’s society is torn open, leaving a blank screen on which to project ideas 

immediately and on one’s own authority. This relates to what Schlingensief calls ‘Selbstprovokation’: 

to give the public the responsibility to come to terms with the project in their own way.
162

 It also 

brings to mind Schlingensief’s explanation of Selbstprovokation as a confrontation with one’s own 

projections on the screen that is held up, as cited above from the TV debate. The event’s physical 

space, with all its disturbing signs, was therefore a major site to come to terms with different 

representations of national identity. Schlingensief shouted out: “Kommen Sie, demonstrieren Sie 

gegen sich selber, gegen Ihre Paranoia.”
163

 Schlingensief’s film metaphor cited above indicates that he 

understands the public space as heavily mediated and scripted, but also as highly subjective (“in 

seinem eigener Film”). This suggests that he does see the possibility of projecting new images on the 

screen of public space.  

 Whereas Jameson situates the ideological background of Dog Day Afternoon quite naturally 

within his usual Marxist scheme, the analysis is a an application of that very background – which 

consequently should be seen as a subjective target of logocentric critique, rather than the hegemonic 

undeniable truth that Jameson wants us to see. The schematic rendering of the relationships between 

actors, representations and class that Jameson then draws in which the actors constitute the ‘nexus’ 

connecting the other two, is situating the use of subjects and objects in critique, rather than objectively 

mapping the representation of class relationships in a particular but paradigmatic film.  

 The critical structure of Bitte liebt Österreich functions in much the same way. After having 

decided on the larger themes being the rise of xenophobe extremism in party politics and news media, 

and the wave of what could be called ‘pop-exclusion’ through Big Brother, Schlingensief has chosen 

representations of this ideological background to target them specifically. Besides, he addresses this 

through a manifold instrumentalization of the paradigmatic change from printed to digital media and 

the rise of interactivity as dominant mode of public discourse, which occurred at the same time. In 

Schlingensief’s operation, the chosen representations are already radical in their original 

manifestations, and he enlarges them even further, up to the point where they become grotesque 
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41 

 

versions of themselves. The personae, characters and other representations are the carriers of meaning 

as intermediates between their role in the critique and the ideological framework subject to critique, 

but always through the analogon of decoding and identification by the spectator. 

 

3.15 Conclusion 

The personae, characters and representations all constitute various components of the themes 

Schlingensief addresses, and can be considered an allegory of contemporary Austrian society with a 

four-point focus: xenophobe right-wing politics culminating in the FPÖ/ÖVP coalition; the collective 

persona of asylum seekers as marginalized Other; people’s desire to include and exclude others, 

exemplified by Big Brother; and the populist media facilitating and informing these phenomena, 

embodied by the Kronen Zeitung. The Austrian (and any) people are allowed to interact and intervene 

on their own behalf. Schlingensief does not necessarily represent anything beyond himself, nor do the 

supporters such as Jelinek and Sellars, but as public personae they all certainly bring backgrounds and 

connotations to the dramaturgy.  

 Schlingensief does so equally, but because of his use of a variety of ‘masks’ appropriate in a 

variety of ‘scenes’, he escapes definite pinning down. Sometimes appropriating commonplaces of FPÖ 

and xenophobia, pretending to be one of his antagonists as well as himself, then turning to a mode that 

demonstrates the way his enactment is performed, then again in a dynamic moving back and forth 

between approaches when at the centre of a TV debate. And although in some situations he may come 

across as natural, he always relies on his public image as a cultivated activist. His persona is rich in 

gradations of enactment, embodiment and hints of natural presence, and in the context of Bitte liebt 

Österreich it has qualities of Auslander’s performance persona. The latter depends on Schlingensief’s 

public image with character-like features for different situations. What is more, Buchloh’s notion of 

performance is worth evoking, as it seems Schlingensief is publicly performing the event also outside 

of its physical framework, for example in the TV debate. Schlingensief’s charisma has certainly given 

a sense of honesty and entertainment to Bitte liebt Österreich. And as his website has it: “A work of 

art’s potency is strongest when it is closely related to the artist’s persona.”
164

 However, his persona is 

firstly a public one, not explicitly part of the allegory that the event stages. 

 The asylum seekers are, and as such are firstly performance personae. Their collective persona 

depends on the recognisability as asylum seekers, but since their nature is never revealed, their mode 

of performance is ambiguous. In a capacity of actors, they would be enacting asylum seeker 

characters. In a capacity of actual asylum seekers, they are still staged and part of a dramaturgy that 

they are subordinate to, and enact the stereotypes through which they are defined, in the allegory as 

well as performatively in society. This implies connecting the performance personae to the existent 

asylum seekers outside of the theatrical regime, where their embodiment of their social position can be 

read as performance precisely demonstrated by our identification of them in performance. The 

observation that Schlingensief’s asylum seekers remind of each of the conceptions of persona as 

situated in the theoretical framework except for Brecht’s demonstrative actor persona, indicates the 

semantic use of personae as codified carriers of meaning that can be deciphered by the spectator but 

are not necessarily explicated in any way. This gives the notion of persona a susceptibility to 

interpretation that is characteristic of Schlingensief’s aesthetics of Selbstprovokation.  

 The contested ideological agents of the FPÖ and the Kronen Zeitung are addressed through a 

large number of representations that serve to critique attitudes of xenophobia, populism, and lust for 

power, as the ideological underside of the fine cultivated image of the event’s backdrop. The Big 

Brother format is instrumentalized as a ready-made allegory of this: as the asylum seekers lose their 
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individuality and personality, they are subjected to mechanisms of exclusion that are exaggerated 

representations of everyday equivalents. Thus, the asylum seekers are examples of the subordination 

of individuals to the politics of Bitte liebt Österreich. As ‘culturally recognisable types’ they lose their 

individuality and personality to function as components of Schlingensief’s allegory. However, this 

does not merely apply to the asylum seekers or other ‘types’ like the mentally handicapped patriot. 

Everyone who was or became involved has become part of the allegory of society that Bitte liebt 

Österreich stages, up to the activists who stormed the containers to take down the ‘Ausländer raus’ 

sign and free the asylum. However, Schlingensief’s mentioning that one stood all of a sudden “in dem 

Film und in seinem eigenem Film” demonstrates not only that Schlingensief is not the ‘author’ of the 

event, but that it has become a shared experience floating freely in society in which he is one of many 

actors.  

 The production of meaning has been continued by creators of ‘documentary’ works that 

maintained the same basic strategies long after the original fact, thereby perhaps entering the original 

concept’s routine and inflating it. For example, both Poet as director of the ‘documentary’ film and 

Lilienthal and Philipp as authors of the ‘documentation’ book uphold the enforced suspension of 

disbelief. However, as they do not feature in the event’s narrative personally and actively, not as 

agents that claim to perform, it does not seem appropriate to consider them personae. 

 

As opposed to Fredric Jameson’s bypassing the staging of the media event in the narrative structure of 

Dog Day Afternoon, the theme of the media event appears to be a key to understanding the way 

Schlingensief produces meaning in Bitte liebt Österreich. The notion of media event in relation to this 

action does not only encompass his agile use and manipulation of both conventional (news) media and 

new interactive media, it also tempts to reconsider that very term. Bitte liebt Österreich does not limit 

itself to one or two artistic disciplines, or to the regime of aesthetics. It was a true ‘media event’ in an 

expanded sense when one recognises its engraining of functions and conventions of theatre, reality 

TV, installation, and performance art, but also the application of interactive design, TV debate, 

interviews and press conferences, and the response by other (important) agents, directly or through the 

media, have contributed enormously to the production of meaning.  

 

What the intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich disrupts, then, is not only the permanent flux of actions 

in the political public space of ideological Vienna, but also the innocent and polished public 

representation of Austria’s society. The members of that society of course felt addressed and were 

incited to engage both through the over-identified power device of exclusion and through the physical 

space-time stage that was extremely functional because it was neither aesthetic nor non-aesthetic. As 

an image that is disturbed and interrupted by the subversive employment of personae and 

representations, this stage offers space and time for the people not included in the production of 

Schlingensief’s ‘allegorical’ critique to transpose with agents (personifications, in the case of the 

collective persona of the asylum seekers) representing the status quo, in order to represent themselves, 

respond to the disturbance, and project their own images. The intervention constituted a reversal of 

modes of performance and spectatorship.  

 If Schlingensief’s key to social issues is the appropriation and destabilization of their public 

appearances and representations that may always be manipulative constructions, his employment of 

human figures may be understood as a treatment of public images as well. The personae and 

representations of Bitte liebt Österreich perform in the theatrical sense that their sign value is 

established through an interaction between subject and context, mediated by images and means of 

interaction that lead to recognisability and quotability, and have to be decoded by the viewer. Their 

main attributes either are embedded in their public image and its mediation, or disrupt a conventional 

image disguising a repressed ideology.  
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4. Renzo the Great Emancipator. The persona as vehicle of personifications 

 

Renzo Martens | Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008) 

 

 

Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008) is a film by the Dutch visual artist Renzo Martens. It depicts a 

performance in which Martens critically questions the development aid industry during his travels in 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). He turns his critical gaze on the corporations that are 

active in the area, the rebels that fight against them, the news media that report on humanitarian crises, 

the role of the visual arts depicting the social circumstances, and, less directly, on the Western 

consumer following it all from a safe distance. After introducing these agents, Martens takes action, 

and tries to make a difference by empowering a group of Congolese photographers. He shows them 

how to take charge of their resources using Western methods to benefit from the situation in the 

region. This ‘emancipation programme’, as Martens has called it, starts with a classroom lesson 

stressing the theme that poverty is DRC’s greatest source of income, thus its greatest resource, a great 

‘talent’ that they could consider exploiting, just as the Westerners do. This gives way to a workshop in 

humanitarian crisis photography and motivational speech for plantation workers: all executed in 

modes that typify the beneficiaries of the status quo to maintain and deepen inequality. But the 

operation to train the Congolese to become like Western photojournalists fails: they are excluded from 

this ‘image economy’ (to use a term coined by D.J. Clark and used by T.J. Demos) by Western figures 

that function as its gatekeepers. Martens does not insist, but turns instead to plan B: perhaps it is best 

to engage the oppressed people working for rich white plantation owners and persuade them to accept 

their poverty, embrace it as their destiny, and be happier that way.  

 It is this self-interested, wilful maintenance of poverty as part of the status quo by the 

dominant class that Martens critiques, foregrounding his “self-constructed avatar of the do-gooder 

artist”
165

 in an exotic setting that the average Western media consumer associates with 

underdevelopment and misery, rather than the highly technological ‘white’ and Western view of it that 

forms the other pole in the area that is demonstrated to be one of extreme inequality. Martens insists 

that this area is, despite appearances, fully integrated in the global commodity industry. Both the 

material aid and the quality of life improving effects that are intended through humanitarian charity 

ultimately reach the West more than the developing world, he suggests: an economic structure that 

forms the status quo of inequality from which many benefit, including the spectator of the film, at the 

cost of others. Martens’ suggestion that this image economy belongs to a more general exploitative 

Western industry of which also Enjoy Poverty is a part, becomes one of the critical mechanisms of the 

film. 

 Martens’ performance is complex because it is not explicated as such, and because his attitude 

changes throughout the film. As I will demonstrate, Martens’ persona is similar to Auslander’s 

‘performance persona’, forged by the artist and featuring characters to highlight different aspects of 

the objects of critique. How do Martens’ modes of performing make those characters and any ‘real 

person’ difficult to distinguish?  

 

4.1 Congo 

First I will briefly introduce the DRC as a major background for Enjoy Poverty and frame Martens’ 

use of his persona.  
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The DRC is a former colony of Belgium. At first, it functioned as ‘Congo Free State’: the personal 

property of the controversial King Leopold II, who sent millions to their death while claiming 

humanitarian and philanthropic ambitions to his fellow European rulers. Since its inception as a 

territory, it has been exploited for its natural resources, ivory, rubber, gold, coffee, and cacao, among 

many other things. Various foreign powers have abused the circumstances to control the resources, 

recently notably during the First Congo War (1996-7, Rwandese invasion after which Zaire was 

renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo) and the Second Congo War (1998-2003, dubbed Great 

War of Africa, with an estimated 5 million casualties, the deadliest war ever in Africa). Many African 

countries are facing similarly intractable problems. As Aminata Traoré, Mali’s former minister of 

culture, has said, “I am against the fact that Africa’s main characteristic in the eyes of the world is its 

poverty. Africa is rather the victim of its wealth.”
166

  

 

Martens’ staging of Enjoy Poverty in the DRC, however, relates to the Congo as a hub of African 

clichés. Exotic mystifications such as Henry Morgan Stanley retrieving David Livingstone (the dictum 

“Dr. Livingstone, I presume”, was probably apocryphal) took place in 1871 on the shores of Lake 

Tanganyika, on the eastern border of present-day DRC. Enjoy Poverty draws from Joseph Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness (1899), a tale of violent rule and exploitation by European oppressors based on the 

author’s experiences along the Congo river. Tintin’s second instalment of the cartoon series about the 

boyish Belgian reporter, Tintin in the Congo (1931), was the pop-cultural climax of the proliferation of 

racist stereotypes (to which Enjoy Poverty seems to refer at least in one scene) that had to be revised a 

number of times. Thus, Enjoy Poverty positions itself in a tradition of visualizing the Congo as an act 

of ‘imaginative geography’, a notion developed by Edward Said in Orientalism (1978) indicating the 

performative production of geographic, social, ethnic, and cultural differences.
167

 

 

4.2 Martens as Enjoy Poverty’s pivot 

Martens’ persona is central in the first part of the otherwise relatively generic Third-World-

documentary first part of Enjoy Poverty. He frames “the face of the status quo”.
168

 In Episode I 

Martens had thematized the role and (self-)image of the average television spectator versus the role 

and image of an over-mediatized but under-recognized group of Chechnyan war victims. Meeting 

people who were used to being confronted with soldiers and journalists producing, confirming and 

deepening their victim status ever more, Martens upended their expectations. Although he may have 

come across as narcissistic, he approached them as people worthy of a dialogue between equals. He 

asked them personal questions, such as advice about his girlfriend, and whether they thought he was 

good-looking. As he worked among journalists, NGOs, and officials Martens “adopted the position of 

a television spectator”, whom Martens identifies as the most important agent of the entire war, but 

unrepresented in the actual battlefield.
169

  

 In Enjoy Poverty, Martens seems to represent the average Western (art) consumer, embodying 

motives referring to various agents he portrays and involves in his critique: war reporter, NGO-expat, 

corporate representative. He has explained it himself as there being two Renzo Martens’ in the film: 

“First there is Renzo Martens the artist and second Renzo Martens the consumer. The two Renzos 
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interact with each other to produce the duplicity communicated by the film: I am both the observer and 

the perpetrator of the African’s exploitation.”
170

 Together, they form “the white man (Renzo Martens) 

taking responsibility for everything we in the West are and do”,
171

 Martens says, apparently referring 

to the theme of the white man’s burden. Since Martens frames his character like this, it makes sense to 

say it is performance, and think of his mode of performance as an enactment. Moreover, there is a hint 

of personification and allegory, on which I will elaborate below. 

 Martens has developed a twofold persona, it seems. Time and again he alludes to various 

aspects of the issues as he sees them related. Not speaking out explicitly, he leaves each instance open 

to the spectator to come to terms with. Martens has said that he uses “[s]trategies such as satire, re-

enactment, [and] appropriation”, “in order to draw attention to the power relations between the viewer 

and the viewed.”
172

 For this analysis it is not of vital importance whether what Martens stated is true, 

that “everything you see in the film, happened in reality”
173

, because the critique makes more sense in 

its referential, allegorical capacity. There is no reason to doubt Martens statement, but to what degree 

one should take it as metaphorical remains to be seen. This chapter is not dedicated to finding out what 

is documentary and what is staged, instead it presents an analysis interpreting the film as a 

construction, a narrative, a selection of scenes, and an edit, rather than a one-to-one documentary 

depiction of a reality.  

 

In what follows, I will elaborate on important motifs in the film, touching upon roughly each scene. 

Step by step I will elaborate on the issues Martens’ persona reflects and represents, and how these are 

articulated. When relevant, I will show how other figures and elements are implicated and if and how 

the audience is addressed. Concluding, I will reflect and elaborate on Martens’ persona, including his 

statements about his characterization; discuss the function of the persona, the other agents in the 

narrative, and the critique as a whole; implicate Martens public persona; and offer some final critical 

notes.  

 

4.3 [Title sequence]: Human Zoos 

In an interview, Martens has explained how the title sequence uses cinematic conventions to 

encapsulate the economic hierarchy he himself represents. In the iconic establishing shot, Martens is 

seen arriving ashore, stylishly dressed in a white shirt and a straw hat, surrounded by Congolese 

porters carrying his heavy metal cases (fig. 4.1). The overtone of colonialist paternalism is heavy-

handed.  

 Martens has said that this entrance, with his name presented in big letters, is a reference to 

Hollywood actors: “At the beginning, when you see me arrive, my name appears on the screen in big 

letters, as if I were some kind of Hollywood stage actor. It is not just a real person, but also somebody 

beyond myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status quo.”
174

 In so doing, he implicates his own 

role within his critique, and identifies his own position with larger issues through genre conventions 

that belong less to documentary film making than cash cow cinema. At the same time, the stardom 

encapsulated in this scene points forward to the logo-ridden humanitarianism where the NGOs 

celebrate their own star status, to the centrality of Martens’ allegorical figure within the course of the 

film, and to the climax, where the Western viewer may be shocked and inspired to transformation of 

some kind, while the other ‘spectators’ of Martens’ performance, the Congolese labourers, have to 

satisfy themselves with be ing happy with the status quo, as if they are viewers of a box-office formula 
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film production, going through the same themes and motives with different faces and phrasing over 

and over again. Enjoy Poverty’s cinematic texture must be treated as an inherent layer of signification.  

 Martens acts superior towards the fishermen that give him a ride on their boat: seeing that they 

did not catch much, he urges them to consider doing something else for a living. He underscores his 

authority by identifying himself as a journalist with a press card. As a Westerner, he claims a 

monopoly on knowledge, incarnating the dominance of the West over the Developing World as more 

experienced and relying on symbolic authority to perform its imposed superiority. The refugee camp 

Martens visits subsequently is like a human zoo: there are little huts where people sit, holding a child, 

they are getting fed and photographed by white people and being guarded by the UN as the 

international community’s zoo keepers. 

 As he walks surrounded by porters carrying his heavy metal cases, Martens shares his 

estimation of the situation, looking at the camera: “You can’t give them anything they don’t already 

have, the world has changed, new markets, new products.”
175

 There is a sense of self-interest and 

expedience resonating from the idea that more capitalism is the solution to global inequality, 

reinforced by the social relationships depicted full of contrast. Combined with commonplace 

development aid rhetoric, the scene evokes an alien feeling of recognition: “You should train them, 

empower them.”
176

 Martens does not share information when someone asks where he’s from: “we 

come from there, and we go to there”, pointing up and down the road.
177

 Again, Western dominance is 

explained in relation to the ownership of knowledge.  

 

4.4 [“Kinshasa”]: Negation 

When Martens attends a World Bank conference, he asks the panel a provocative question: “This 1.8 

billion dollars [that the donors have made available], what share is that of the Congo’s total revenues? 

And if it is a high percentage I’d like to know whether the fight against poverty, for which this money 

is destined, may be an important natural resource for the Congo, or even the most important?”
178

  

 In a striking performance of self-representation, Martens is seen pointing his camera at himself 

while speaking (the image in the film is recorded by another camera, which suggests an accompanying 

crew). (fig. 4.2) The gesture is emphasized when someone offers to hold the camera for him and 

Martens gratefully accepts: the viewer starts to understand that the central subject of the film will not 

be Congo’s poverty itself, but its act of documentation, and notably, Martens himself, slightly dandy. 

This scene shows Martens using himself as a vehicle of over-identification, or what Demos has 

referred to as a ‘strategy of critical mimicry’: the appropriation of commonplaces through which one 

can embody any phenomenon, redirecting and deconstructing it without explicating its criticism.
179

 

Framing himself in this way creates a double focus: Martens’ polemic against the World Bank 

representative sets the agenda as a clear-cut research question for the film, while the self-centred 

registration of this ‘performs’ a sub-question. The representative in turn meaningfully pretends the 

poverty in the DRC is normal for a post-conflict development situation, and denies the economic core 

of the problems, or so Martens’ montage suggests. 

 Martens visits an art show, which can be seen as a parable of social hierarchy.
180

 White people 

admire and buy images of black labourers while black people from the city, maybe local art world 
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people, patronize labourers. “They remind me of the countryside, the way our ancestors lived. They 

still live like that. It makes me happy”, but in the same breath, laconically he gives his privileged 

position away: “Yes, the people in our country suffer.”
181

 The entangled relation of art and the 

commodity economy is not only visible in the white plantation owner buying “artistic” photographs of 

his own workers (whom he, of course, does not recognise personally). A white woman has trouble 

admitting that the people in the photos are poor. The aesthetic and commodity factors overshadow the 

referentiality of the images, as if the object’s artistic condition makes its subject matter as such 

invisible. The Rancièrian ‘politics of aesthetics’ – the political capacity of such ‘engaged’ image 

production – is depoliticized in these situations: as if she has a guilty conscience, she knows the 

situation very well and her repressed smile gives it away, but it is reluctantly pronounced.
182

  

 Explaining the reasons for his current project, the Institute of Human Activities, a centre for 

contemporary art in the region of Enjoy Poverty’s plantations, Martens mentions that it is through 

“putting into action, creating a site where the parameters of art production are made transparent, that I 

hope the art that is going to be produced for this institution, or through it, or in opposition to it, will 

develop, and will facilitate a deeper understanding of its own functioning.”
183

 Those ‘parameters of art 

production’ on the basis of which the work will obtain this understanding and of which according to 

Martens it should be reflexive, seem to be exactly the social circumstances and their capitalization 

through art which are reflected in his depiction of the neo-colonial Kinshasa art world. Martens is not 

visible in these scenes, quite possibly because ‘the artist’, or even ‘art’ is already representing itself in 

such an explicit way that ‘Renzo the Artist’ is not needed as a vehicle of critical mimicry.  

 

4.5 [“Central Congo”]: A Man Needs a Maid 

Martens visits the company owner who just bought three photographs, a white American ‘monsieur’ 

Elwyn Blattner, who does turn out to know about the circumstances of ‘his’ workers. Martens shows 

him hard figures he received from an investigator contracted by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). 

Blattner puts them into perspective by comparing them to the total amount of children in the villages 

around his plantations, but also plays them down by questioning whether those numbers are worse 

than in Western households. While a village doctor in the previous scene has stated that the children of 

free farmers are healthier than those of corporation employees, the owner of that corporation does not 

seem to care, and has his answer ready. In a way, he can be considered a representation of a general 

Western indifference. Martens alludes to this negligence often, as in a previous scene, where a 

distressed labourer tells him he has “a life of sorrow”, and Martens just says “OK”, which he is fully 

entitled to, as an embodiment of the West, even though he has just confronted with the painful view of 

the labourer’s ill, malnourished daughter. Enjoy Poverty’s frequent and emotionless depiction of such 

horrors conditions the spectator at first, but towards its end the film regains an empathic potential.  

 When an MSF team leaves with their vehicles on a boat, the representative refuses to say why 

they are moving to a different region. The floating caravan with MSF banners sailing away slowly 

reminds of Fitzcarraldo, Werner Herzog’s 1982 film about an aspiring rubber trader, the Irish-

Peruvian title character (Klaus Kinski), who ventures a difficult steamer journey upstream on the 

Amazon river in order to make a fortune with which he dreams of opening an opera house. But the 

Kinski of Enjoy Poverty has ‘no authorisation’ to come along on the MSF vessels. In the next scene, 

Martens suggests on behalf of the head of the doctors who used to cooperate with MSF, that they have 

left the region for the east of the country because that is where the resources are.  

                                                                 
181 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 11min 10 
182 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, London/New York: Continuum, 2004.  
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 In a scene where Martens is performing implicitly but fairly obviously, he walks through the 

jungle singing A Man Needs a Maid. Alternately glancing at the camera, melodramatically letting the 

sun shine on his sad expression, and pointing the camera at the paradisiacal forest where his porters 

toil with his steel cases, Martens sets the Neil Young classic in a new slavery-tinged light (fig. 4.3). 

While the Congolese haul his luggage, Martens is weighed down, quite possibly by the feeling that the 

inequality is unfair, yet also simply the way things are – “There’s a shadow running through my days, 

like a beggar going from door to door / A man needs a maid.”
21

 The word ‘beggar’ also suggests a 

false and swiping but apparently deep empathy with the surrounding Congolese porters. In this image 

of confrontation with poverty, one feels guilt and aversion, but sees a continued indifferent celebration 

of inequality. There is a quality of Brechtian Gestus in this scene: an iconic, memorable situation of 

social significance, expressing class or otherwise social relations. Gestures and other bodily signifiers 

play an important part in situating characters’ statuses and relationships. Gestus results in a ‘gestic’ 

image of socially conditioned behaviour that also performatively produces those social conditions, 

triggering an intellectual response to the staged events. 

 While building up a large sign with neon letters that he takes from the crates, he asks a 

spectator from the village what he sees: ‘enjoy poverty’. When the villager reads ‘poverty’ as 

‘pauvreté’, Martens corrects him, explaining that “for the audience it needs to be in English.” The 

audience are of course not the Congolese, who should (Martens corrects the man a second time, 

stressing it is an imperative) be happy with the situation, but foreigners far away, the spectators of 

Enjoy Poverty, as a metaphor for the consumers of the DRC’s industry in general, of whom Martens is 

a patronizing representative. Another man explains the sign to the bystanders, subsequently looks at 

the camera, hoping to have explained it right, then looks worried, because he understands he is, as 

always, a step behind.  

 

4.6 [“East Congo”]: Renzo the Great Emancipator 

In a UN military camp, a Dutch officer shows Martens the large belt of gold on a map of the region. 

He singles out one large foreign mining company that has “always been there”. They could not operate 

during the war, he states. For them, it is great that the UN are there, according to the officer, because 

now the zone is safe.
184

  

 While a ‘prospector’s plane’ passes, Martens inquires a group of workers for the Anglo Gold 

Ashanti mining company about the operations of their own labour, which they barely understand. A 

white gold mine employee arrives via airplane to collect rock samples which will be checked for traces 

of gold. Sometimes he brings in medicine for the locals, but only “if there is any.” UN military men 

explain that they are there to “control”. When Martens remarks to the Congolese labourers that they 

should be rich men, having so much gold, one replies “We don’t know, it’s something underground, 

the naked eye can’t see it.” In a covert visual montage questioning the relation between the ‘disease’ 

and the ‘symptom’, the next shot is of a departing airplane, contrasting rhetorically with whatever is 

hidden under the ground. While driving, the company representative explains that the UN cares for the 

peace necessary to run the gold industry. The entire scene suggests that doing so, as an armed power, 

is more important than bring peace or wealth for all.  

 The UN’s declaration of the zone’s ‘safety’ is relative, so much is clear when the aftermaths of 

the Great War of Africa are shown. With a number of other Western reporters, Martens is guided by 

the Ituri rebels past corpses and deserted villages. The Ituri have their own way of explaining their 

fighting and the catastrophes: they do it for the autonomy of their people. They have their warriors 

photographed and posing hoping for the power of media representation. The journalists explain the 

mechanisms of the humanitarian image economy: 50 dollars per shot, 300 dollars per 1,5 minute of 
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footage. One videojournalist mentions the fees with a grin, as if Martens portrays him like a bounty 

hunter. An Italian photojournalist who works for AFP explains that the news value is determined by 

the amount of negativity: disaster, humanitarian crisis, dead people. “It’s not me, it’s supply and 

demand, it’s a market out there,” he says. Martens seems dismayed to realize the truth of it all time 

and again. “It’s a market”, he sighs, depressed but resigned.  

 At a Unicef refugee camp, an UNHCR representative explains that logos are on most of the 

materials for visibility. Since this visibility is clearly not meant for the refugees themselves they have, 

like NGOs, an interest in their representation towards the international community.  

 Martens is seen on the telephone with a researcher he calls Jesse (Griffiths, who headed 

ActionAid UK’s aid and development finance policy group at the time and wrote a report to which 

Martens refers) who argues that “[w]hen most people think about aid, they imagine it’s providing 

hospitals or schools or that kind of thing. They don’t realize that between a quarter to half of all aid is 

spent on something called ‘technical assistance’”. Griffith confirms that “70 to 90 percent of some 

country’s aid one way or the other flows back to the country that gave aid,” and adds, “donors are 

effectively putting their own interests above the interests of the poor countries that aid is supposed to 

help.” All the while, Martens is shown amidst children who are excited to be filmed. Here, the staging 

of Martens’ persona corresponds with the tendency of his own narrative: people associate the film’s 

tropes with (depicting) humanitarianism, but are confronted each time with a self-centred film maker 

who has his own agenda amidst a crisis situation, reflecting the egotism of the image economy he 

discovers.  

  

Then, the film changes. After the first half, in which Martens introduces the UN, the NGOs, the 

corporations, and the rebel fighters as main agents, plus the art world and the media industry as their 

performative accomplices, and Congolese labourers as the lowest social class, the focus shifts more 

forthrightly onto the figure now frankly confirmed as the protagonist. Martens becomes actively 

involved in the subject matter, coaching Congolese photographers towards a better future – Western 

style. The film maker, one of whom the spectator already realised is not only documenting, transforms 

into a full-blooded performative actor. First, Martens forces a couple of Congolese photographers out 

of their role as economic non-agents, questioning why they think the Western photographers take 

pictures of misery, while they themselves earn their money (50 dollars cents per print) with birthday 

parties, ceremonies and weddings. The photographers cannot give any answer. “Don’t you have an 

opinion about this?” Martens insists. Without waiting for a reaction, the edit cuts to a makeshift 

classroom. This is where the ‘emancipation programme’ starts, as Martens has called it himself.
185

 

 Standing beside a whiteboard, Martens gives the impression of a teacher, with the Congolese 

as schoolboys repeating what he says – mimicry, but in the harmless sense. If he was not avoiding 

such connotations earlier in the film, he now more explicitly embraces neo-colonialism, while 

supposedly acting against those high percentages of aid that never arrives at the people one supposes it 

is for. When he urges them that “[y]ou need to make choices based on rationality” he embodies a neo-

colonialist missionary preaching neoliberalism instead of the gospel (fig. 4.4). The scene reminds of 

Tintin’s infamous geography lesson, where he stands next to the blackboard, stating to a school class 

of Congolese “My dear friends, I will talk today about your fatherland Belgium!” (fig. 4.5) In a later 

colour version of Tintin in the Congo, the scene was changed to a lesson in calculating, where 2+2 

proves to be too difficult for the class. Ironically, that apparently was considered a major improvement 

of colonialist attitudes. The imperial ideological subjection of an imagined group of people who are 

apparently not capable of the simplest of rational processes connects Tintin’s class to Enjoy Poverty’s 

Congolese, who remain anonymous in a subservient and incapable Saidian mode of Otherness (an 
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anonymity which makes one wonder whether they might be actors, and their actions staged, but given 

the results that would be far-fetched).  

 In a mode of formalizing neoliberal mechanisms, ‘Renzo the Artist’ turns into ‘Renzo the 

Manager’: he makes a scheme on the whiteboard, comparing the costs and revenues of the 

photographers’ usual line of business (“express tout parisien”, the sign outside their war-damaged 

shop said) on the left, and the depiction of war on the right, with raped women, corpses, and 

malnourished children (50 dollars times 20 shots per month equals 1.000 dollars).
186

 The approach 

teaches Congolese to think more like Westerners and to exploit their poverty in ways similar to those 

of the Westerners. “Who is the owner of the poverty?” should be the leading question, he teaches 

them, and to consider themselves not as beneficiaries, but as agents (“You are also important actors in 

the world”). The class listens carefully while teacher Martens preaches ‘rationality’, and look amazed 

at the figures on his whiteboard. Yet, they already know what is to come: “We have no access to the 

market.” Still, they places their hopes in him. Apparently, Martens here is not only ‘Renzo the Artist’, 

‘Renzo the Consumer’, and arguably ‘Renzo the Manager’, he ‘is’ also the one who gives aid, or 

thinks of himself that way. What is more, he represents also the consumer – be it an artist or a general 

one – who feels that charity money is not enough, and sets up a project to actually ‘do something’ 

about the problems the media report. Martens has called it “something more deeply reflexive” in an 

interview where no irony was implied.
187

  

 In this scene, Martens’ persona undergoes an impressive development. When the colonial 

missionary-cum-motivational speaker
188

 first explains the importance of the aid industry’s economic 

mechanisms for the DRC to the photographers, he embraces a neoliberal entrepreneurial attitude but 

also flirts with commonplaces of charity and altruism, and seems to instrumentalize this to sort a 

provocative effect of insight (‘emancipation’?) with the Western (art world) consumer. Then, he 

generates a fairly positive sentiment of constructive responsibility on behalf of the Congolese in the 

viewer: “[Y]ou’re not only beneficiaries of the good will of others, of NGOs and agencies that come to 

help you, and then you should be endlessly grateful. No. You are also actors, important actors in this 

world.”  

  This scene is a far echo of the workers’ photography movement that developed as a form of 

Proletkult in Germany and the Soviet Union in the late 1920s, and spread over Europe in the 1930s. As 

photography was seen as an instrument in the hands of the ruling class, the aim was to train labourers 

in photographic work. The Manifesto for the British Workers’ Film and Photo League published in 

1934 states: “Above all the bourgeoisie have used photography […] to make us forget our lives […] 

there is more real heroism and real drama in the daily lives of our class – in the class which is making 

history – than in anything the capitalist class can show us.”
189

 Workers were schooled as (amateur) 

photographers as a means of empowerment, to document their own social and economic situation, but 

also to reduce the Left’s dependency on ‘bourgeois’ press agencies. Training entailed practical lessons 

in basic camera use and basic Marxism to raise awareness of the food-chain of capitalism. Many of 

these themes resonate in this scene of Enjoy Poverty: the camera as tool for empowerment and social 

self-documentation; the liberation of photography from the ruling classes (whether the bourgeoisie or 

the West); the attempted appropriation of agency to produce history; the idea of intervening in a 
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capitalist production chain; but also the persistent mechanisms that inevitably arise in operations of 

empowerment and are hard to eradicate, such as paternalism, the consolidation of class differences, 

and the reproduction of imbalances between professionals and amateurs.  

  These last points become visible when Martens lifts the veil of Western self-centredness off 

the notion of emancipation: “If poverty is like a gift that creates a deeper understanding, you also give 

it back to the world. People come to visit you. It’s something that makes us happy, in a way.” Martens 

becomes a cynical ‘Renzo the Great Emancipator’, who explains poverty as a mode of exchange. 

Thinking back of the photojournalists nonchalantly serving up their fees per image, as if they ask 

themselves ‘how much money do I get for this unit of poverty?’, poverty can be seen as a currency 

with which the West exchanges money for nearly the same amount of money, plus happiness. In this 

sense, the ‘gift’ in question is a placebo that is poisoned, packaged as empowerment. The irony of the 

“deeper understanding” Martens speaks of, lies in its double use as pseudo-transcendental trope of 

development aid mores, and Martens being the one using such rhetoric to actually give an insight in 

these concepts.  

 If generic humanitarian aid imagery is routinely calling out to the potential donor, without 

exception assisted by ‘attractive’ slogans, and ‘independent’ documentaries suggest to simply register 

and add human interest portraits as emotional highlights, Enjoy Poverty sucks the spectator in slowly: 

taking in the bits of narrative one at a time, relating the scenes to one another, the viewer sees himself 

implicated in his own conclusions. 

 Martens persists explaining the Western image economy to the Congolese. Visiting a small 

hospital with severely malnourished children, he shows them how to take pictures, and teaches them 

the mechanisms of the industry as he has learned them in the first half of the film: to undress children 

when they are being photographed to show malnutrition better (not noting that the naked exposure is 

of course a further violation of the children’s dignity), the ribs should be visible, as well as the Unicef 

logo. While the Congolese photographers around him still remain meaningfully anonymous, ‘Renzo 

the Manager’ creates ‘Renzo the Artist-Entrepreneur’: “These are photos that you can sell. Choose 

your subject well.”
190

 

 The distinction between registering and acting is difficult to maintain. One of the Congolese 

photographers explains to a war victim with a small child that they are there not to “help them”, but to 

record their problems.
191

 While these things are apparently often confused, registering is most 

certainly an act. The people feel ‘captured’ when ‘captured’ on film, and clearly know that there 

should be something in exchange for that. A similar but naïve sense of exploitation resonates from the 

words of one of the doctors, when he confirms some journalists have visited the hospital before, “but 

we never saw the pictures.”
192

 The camera seems to be regarded a godlike thing, and representation as 

something spiritual. Registering problems is understood by the Congolese as a potential “way to 

transmit it to those above us.”
193

 

 In a village, the people are framed by Martens “not merely as people in need of aid,” but they 

are also “people that aid the rest of the world.”
194

 He combines a development worker’s pep talk with a 

form of irony that speaks directly to the Western viewer of the film, implying how much the West 

depends on the inequality in question. This addressing of the West is further underscored by the first 

operational views of the ‘Enjoy Poverty Please’ sign in its full neon light. It is introduced by Martens 

as a “publicity for the viewers back home or at gallery exhibits.”
195

 That Western (art) world 

subsequently sees itself reflected in a cynical mirror image Martens is sketching of its neoliberal 
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attitude: “Surely, they will be open to the idea that Africans are taking charge of their own resources.” 

If it was not the case yet, the Western (art) consumer as an agent in Martens’ critical narrative is 

explicit from this point on.  

 Martens guides the Congolese photographers through their own country, representing another 

dimension to their trouble. One of the tokens of this other dimension is his press card, issued by the 

UN, with which he has ‘unlimited access everywhere’. The Congolese photographers know that it is 

going to be difficult for them to get one. In a key scene, an MSF representative denies the 

photographers access to his hospitals because it would not be right that they would come and earn 

money with “an exhibit of misery”.
196

 Emphasizing his own reputation and an awareness of the 

relation between the public image of his organization and its revenue model, he states: “I’m not here 

so that the logo of Doctors Without Borders can be stuck in a photo to make cash.”
197

 The 

representative, sitting back in his couch, smoking, wearing sunglasses, could be seen as symbolizing 

the negation of performative inequality between the rich West and the poor developing world when he 

answers to Martens’ objection that journalists of New York Times or Libération also earn money, that 

those are “here to make news, not money.” (fig. 4.6) He shifts the argument to the professional quality 

of the Congolese photos. The MSF man rejects them saying “this is not to humiliate you. It’s just that 

to sell images demands work.” He might have a point (the spectator does not get a good view of 

them), but the exclusion of the images is a performative reaffirmation of the income gap he embodies. 

The photographers seemed to have understood this already. The circumstance that the aid addressed to 

the poor is made to be inaccessible to them and that the media attention is not going to lead to any 

increase of life quality, is inscribed in the minds and bodies of the oppressed.  

 The photos can be regarded a form of mimicry that is threatening despite or maybe because of 

their dependency on Martens’ repression of difference for his own profit (to make neoliberal use of 

Homi Bhabha’s parlance) resulting in “the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, 

discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in the play of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no 

‘itself’” (an argument that accidentally applies well to a situation it was not meant for).
198

 In other 

words, maybe the action failed precisely because the invested authorities were intimidated by the self-

asserted authority of the gap-bridging white man. Martens, outside among Congolese photographers, 

is visibly dismayed about this vicious circle of exclusion. He is exposed as a tragic anti-hero who is 

doomed to fail on account of dominating Western powers with a strong interest in the status quo on all 

levels, symbolized by zooming in on an airplane passing over.  

 

4.7 [“Central Congo”]:  

When Martens tells a group of plantation workers he will not come back with anything from Europe, 

they ask him why he came, then. Now, they are taken out of their role of dependency from Western 

aid as well: “To tell you you better enjoy poverty, rather than fight it and be unhappy.”
199

 After trying 

an emancipative approach and failing, Martens switches strategy to the sole option that seems realistic 

to increase life quality in the face of so many problems and antagonistic agents: acceptance. “You 

need to accept things the way they are. Be happy despite poverty.” The Congolese repeat Martens’ 

words: “We want to be happy despite poverty.” In the West, representation of ideas and situations and 
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reproduction of images happens as part of a commodity system, but the Congolese represent and 

reproduce ‘Western’ ideas and situations only in an observing, harmlessly mimicking and submitting 

way, barely recognizing that they are part of that very commodity system as commensurable 

reproductions.  

 Then, Martens’ persona develops once more, reflecting both the white engaged artist who 

cannot change anything, which it is suggested comes as a surprise to him, and the Western consumer 

who feigns to have ideals and adopts a humanitarian faux-altruistic idiom: “Experiencing you 

suffering makes me a better person. You really help me. Thank you.” Martens is happy to underline 

the self-congratulating egotism of such an outlook. The operation of giving aid and its quality of life-

enhancing implications is suggested to be directed from the poor to the rich. When Martens thanks 

them for making him a better person, people applaud. As a Western viewer, it is tempting to 

immediately label this relationship as a gestic image of hierarchy, where the ones historically framed 

as inferior idolize the cultivated white man, who is really the oppressor, by responding as if 

programmed by conventions of inequality. This is surely an implication that Martens’ edit does not 

avoid, although the applause may just be a warm sign of politeness. However, the inequality is there, 

factually and allegorically, and the village people are celebrating it, until Martens asserts his authority 

by shutting off the neon signs’ power supply.  

 Visiting another hospital, Martens’ camera makes the viewer witness. A child has just died, 

the mother and a number of other women are mourning. Although the camera or the act of registration 

is not seen, all of a sudden the spectator is more inclined to a sense of voyeurism. After Martens has 

given up on ‘emancipation’ and convincing exploited labourers to be happy despite poverty, after the 

repeated insensitive depiction and rigorous critique of imagery such as this, in other words after the 

intrinsic mechanisms of neo-colonialist inequality and the image economy have been made apparent to 

the viewer, when the spectator does not expect it anymore, Enjoy Poverty counterpoints its critique 

with an empathic appeal. Soon one understands why the scene is moving: Martens does not appear 

within the frame for a change, nor is anybody else documented documenting. A shock of recognition 

may occur of generic humanitarian images. Within the aesthetic object, this function as a kind of 

Verfremdungseffekt through which one can reflect on his own disposition while watching in the 

mirror of the notion of being ‘a better person’: to what degree does one obtain innocence through 

empathy? 

  

A small traditional boat sails over the river with Martens and two black rowers on it, as well as the 

neon sign. The scene foreshadows the gallery presentation of Enjoy Poverty, which is a one-channel 

video installation including the sign and the wooden tribal boat. Martens appears like a destitute 

Fitzcarraldo, on his way back to the Western world. Before he gets there (although it is dangerous to 

speak in terms of order and sequence in a heavily edited film like Enjoy Poverty), he receives an e-

mail from the Congolese office of the UN, saying that the UN is considering revoking his press 

accreditation. We see a dismayed, tormented, misunderstood artist. Apparently, the UN has an interest 

in keeping the status quo relatively unchallenged, and avoiding the general audience to get another 

perspective on the matter. 

 Martens brings food to the plantation worker who was seen clearing the brush in the beginning 

(the same one who was revisited later, with the sick daughter) who is wearing the same shirt, to thank 

him for the cheap labour that he ‘gives’. These images can be considered the fulfilment of a dream of 

humanitarian aid, the visualization of the help actually being given to those in need, in a human and 

intimate way, which of course very rarely happens. But more importantly, these images stress how 

painful it is to engage in whatever kind of human interaction with someone who is a slave to the 

collective interests one represents. Martens makes this explicit by explaining that he does not think the 

man’s situation will get better as “in Europe we don’t want cocoa or coffee or palm oil or coltan to be 
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more expensive.” The man, routinely kept anonymous, explains that he needs a salary. He has worked 

on the plantation for ten years. Intimidated by Martens’ respectless provocations, he answers that he 

does not have a TV, electricity, running water, a bike, a radio, a suit, or leather shoes. Martens reacts 

by saying that he probably will not have that soon if he did not succeed in obtaining that in the past ten 

years. Then, Martens lets the daughter choose a logo and sews it unto the girl’s ragged shirt (fig. 4.7). 

He implicitly stresses the relation of ownership (in this case, by the EU) as he does not want to explain 

the father why. This gestic scene allegorizes through ownership of knowledge and exclusion from it, 

the relation between economic capital and intellectual capital. Not only does this ownership allude to 

all forms of dominant Western practice in sites of neo-colonialism, the artwork manifests itself as well 

as part of that practice: the insights such a scene offers transcend the sphere of experience of the 

Congolese labourer, just as the knowledge and provocation that Martens’ film truly raises does 

probably never reach them. Still, the man thanks Martens and declares that he sees him as a good man, 

through which he acts as Martens’ counter-agent, each embodying an opposed position in the unequal 

relations of exploitation and mastership.  

 Another Congolese man asks whether Martens’ life is as hard as his. ‘Renzo the white man’, 

does not answer – as the West does not take full responsibility for the inequality – but cuts back to the 

man being thankful for the food instead. Here is a suggestion of the impossibility of a dialogue, as a 

parable for globalism, for engaged art, for global relations and their impossibility of reciprocity across 

the income gap, relating this scene to the Situationist notion of the spectacle. Not only is the film 

revealed as part of an industry that has a strong interest in the status quo and does not do anything to 

change it, but Enjoy Poverty is also revealed as a spectacle in the sense that it may reveal its own 

condition, but maintains its unanswerability to the subjects of those conditions, as do other products 

supported by them.  

 

Martens points the camera at himself a final time, now enacting a “potential savior”
200

, a humanitarian 

hero: “It’s not easy in spite of best intentions to help people benefit from their talents.”
201

 Referring to 

misery as talent is a cynical reflection of the optimistic, celebrative outlook of the development 

industry. The same goes for the self-interest of the Western consumer, donor or humanitarian as vain 

and sentimental: “One needs to be aware of one’s own vanity. And I know I am capable of vanity. It 

saddens me.” This vanity can be seen as a representation of the gap between the miserable situation in 

the Congo on the one hand and capitalist NGOs and the image industry on the other: the latter is 

“feed[ing] off the spectacle of negative effects without recognizing the structural causes.”
202

  

 A self-proclaimed human rights investigator and war reporter, Keith Snow, as he identifies 

himself, gets out of a river he symbolically refers to as ‘black’, intending “[y]ou look down, and you 

can’t see anything except your own fear.”
203

 Blackness containing lethal animals is used here as a 

metaphor – with a racial undertone more suggested by Martens’ inclusion than by the one uttering it – 

for dangerously destructive powers. He is in the DRC “[t]rying to document the interests behind the 

war and the awful human rights atrocities that no one’s really covering”, articulating a version of 

Martens’ project.
204

 When he asks whether Martens is there to “pillage, rape, and steal like the other 

white people”, Martens, in turn, states “No, I teach them how to deal with life.” The portrait is highly 

reminiscent of the encounter of two other explorers, journalist Stanley and missionary Livingstone, at 

the banks of Lake Tanganyika, bordering the DRC in the east. The river as a black dangerous body of 

                                                                 
200 Özge Ersoy, untitled review of Enjoy Poverty, in: Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 70, no. 3, (September 

2011), p. 397. 
201 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h21min25. 
202 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 104. 
203 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h23min45. 
204 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h22min52. 



55 

 

water may also be a reference to Stanley’s book Through the Dark Continent (1878), in which he 

described his trans-Africa explorations. 

 

4.8 On Martens’ persona: Renzo the White Man 

Martens’ distinguishing ‘Renzo the Consumer’ from ‘Renzo the Artist’ is productive as well as 

misleading: the two are not necessarily separate. Enjoy Poverty seems to stress precisely that artists are 

consuming sustainers of the status quo just as well. The protagonist personifies a consumer with 

patronizing colonialist features, operating a critique using over-identification (or ‘strategy of critical 

mimicry’, as Demos terms it).
205

 As Martens has indicated, stating “I gradually built more analogies 

and comparisons around my own position as a white artist”
206

, the persona develops dynamically, 

accentuating various aspects of a narrative he enacts as if he were a time-based personification. His 

persona is comparable to Auslander’s notion of the performance persona that uses characters to enact 

different songs.
207

 

 He departs from the genre expectations of the engaged Western film maker, enacting tropes of 

concerned and documentary cinema and visual art, but all the time alluding to a hidden agenda. Then, 

he more obviously starts performing a neoliberal artist-entrepreneur, explaining the economic 

mechanisms and Western image industry, on which they depend, to the Congolese. While the 

Congolese photographers around him remain meaningfully anonymous, Renzo the Artist-

Entrepreneur, surrounded by extreme despair, becomes Renzo the Manager: “These are photos that 

you can sell. Choose your subject well.”  

 

John Douglas Millar has argued that Martens, in the second part, tackles the possibilities and limits of 

engaged art.
208

 This would correspond to Martens’ explanation of the double-faced Renzo Martens 

persona, the Consumer and the Artist. But, in fact, this second part is tackling any transformation of 

major global problems by any individual agent as well. A feigned ideal of emancipation running 

through the film becomes prevalent here, as an attribute of a self-aggrandizing personification of false 

empowerment: Renzo the Great Emancipator. When Martens mentioned enacting a ‘white man’ in the 

interview cited above, he referred to Enjoy Poverty as “a performance of the discourses of the white 

man (Renzo Martens) taking responsibility for everything we in the West are and do.”
209

 Those 

discourses – the exploitation by corporations, NGOs, the image economy, the UN – can be seen as 

informing Martens’ character development, and together they are constitutive of an overarching White 

Man persona. At times, for example when affectively singing A Man Needs a Maid also the vain 

sadness of the Western self-pitying pseudo-sinner surfaces, as if it were a kind of ‘Renzo the Burdened 

White Man’. These different Renzos, comparable to characters in Auslander’s sense, are not explicitly 

differentiated from Martens’ performance persona, and the performance persona seems to transform 

on basis of the different characters. The recognisability of these characters evokes Daston and Sibum’s 

notion of the ‘recognised social species’, although their function here is obviously not transformative 

but rhetorical.
210

 Although there are many examples of Brechtian Gestus, Martens does not apply any 

demonstrative ‘epic’ mode of performance. On the contrary, the difference between enactment and 

natural appearance is difficult to tell apart. 

 In the African context of the Congo, Martens personifies the West, roughly in all its 

dimensions (military power is a notable exception), even if they are subjective and biased. Instead of 

                                                                 
205 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 105. 
206 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 4. 
207 Auslander, op. cit. (2004), p. 6. See: Chapter 2, p. 14. 
208 John Douglas Millar, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition’, Mute Magazine, 11 March 2009, accessed on 3 July 2014 through: 

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html, np. 
209 Guerin, op. cit. (2009), np. 
210 Daston & Sibum, op. cit. (2003), p. 3. See: Chapter 2, p. 13. 

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html
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attributes, the personification employs generally semantic ‘elements’ (narrative action, 

characterization, mise-en-scène) and motifs (cameras, logos, self-reflexivity) as metaphors. Martens 

has referred to his persona in the third person as “not just a real person, but also somebody beyond 

myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status quo.”
211

 In fact, the entirety of Enjoy Poverty is 

both itself and emblematic of something larger. Martens’ performance persona might be considered a 

present-day personification, a figure embodying an allegory.  

 Martens’ performance is reminiscent of Buchloh’s framing of Beuys as an artist “publically 

performing the role of the artist as a travesty” of various social roles.
212

 If Beuys can be considered to 

perform as a kind of role model, imbuing “the artist with the public role of the priest, the shaman, the 

redeemer of spirituality”, Martens positions ‘the Western artist’ more mundanely. He performs the 

role of the artist as a travesty of the consumer, the artist-entrepreneur, the manager, and so on, to 

suggest the professional persona of the Western artist as having such character traits. Yet the 

possibility cannot be excluded that Martens enact these characters on basis of an affinity that he has 

with them himself, as Rosenthal has suggested: elaborating on a fragment within oneself.
 213

 Rosenthal 

described her notion of persona, however, as opposed to a notion of character, which would imply in 

Martens’ case a lot of different personae that all find their basis within himself.  

 The film includes a number of scenes showing Martens filming himself, of which some 

function as a self-portrait where a sense of vanity forces itself upon the viewer. Critics have observed 

an ambiguous semi-authenticity in Martens’ staging of his ‘white man’ persona’. Jonathan Griffin has 

hinted at Martens investing his provocative performance with personal character traits of narcissism 

and exaltation.
214

 Between the lines, T.J. Demos suggests that a rudimentary origin of Martens’ 

mimicking self-reflexivity seems to surface that is Martens’ own, maybe even as a sublimation of self-

indulgence.
215

 This ambiguity positions Martens’ characterization in a post-modern tradition, where he 

probably fits better in a Beuysian dramatized idealist conceptualism (on which Schlingensief leaned as 

well) than in a Koonsian simulacral embodiment of vacuousness that struggles to find any critical 

materialization. Still, in Enjoy Poverty it is even more difficult than with Beuys to speculate on any 

distinction between enacted and authentic modes, as if the latter has become a manifestation of the 

former. Indeed, Auslander’s presupposed ‘real person’ behind the performance persona and its 

characters in Martens’ case seem to have dissolved into the performance persona. 

 In relation to Martens’ performance, Mauss’ historiography of persona fits uncomfortably.
216

 

Undoubtedly, this has to do with Enjoy Poverty’s stage as an aesthetic object. Martens is constantly 

suggesting enactment, one never feels assured to be seeing the subject Martens. However, his 

performance does reflect some important aspects from Mauss’ notions: the overlap of a natural 

identity with a variety of artificial enactments that renders the ‘Roman’ public persona, is fairly similar 

to Auslander’s performance persona with characters.
217

  

 Over-identification is ambiguous by design, but in most cases has lost its critical momentum 

of surprise. Still, it can also be used in unexpected ways. While Özge Ersoy has pointed out that 

empathy is used by the representation industry as a performative, creative instrument, saying that “Pity 

                                                                 
211 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 5. 
212 Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), p. 88-9. See: Chapter 2, p. 19.  
213 Rosenthal cited in Lampe, op. cit. (2002), p. 296-7. See: Chapter 2, p. 14. 
214 Jonathan Griffin, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition. Contemporary  art and cruelty from Renzo Martens in the Congo to Adel 

Abdessemed in the slaughterhouse’, TANK, September 2010, retrieved on 2 July 2014 , through: 

http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition: “Martens’ narcissism is half genuine (the artist’s honest self-
revelation) and half put-on (in provocation).” 
215 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 111: “This is the significance of Marten’s work: to critically locate political images in networks 

of consumption and distribution that support forms of inequality, putting himself in the midst of those networks and its 

contradictions and failures – or rather his self-constructed avatar of the do-gooder artist – as he walks around for much of the 

time in the film with the camera trained on his own face in an insistent act of self-reflexive criticality.” 
216 Mauss, op. cit. (1938). See: Chapter 2, pp. 11-12. 
217 For Mauss’ ‘Roman’ public persona: ibid., pp. 16-18. See Chapter 2, pp. 11-12. 

http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition
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can therefore be a persuasive, creative tool, rather than an ethical idea”, I would add that Martens uses 

the opposite, a persuasive and creative entrepreneurialism to propose his own ethical views.
218

  

 

4.9 In vitro experiment on reality 

Enjoy Poverty consists of provocative narrative elements that all relate to one another rather than 

claiming proof.
219

 This is consistently carried out, even in the smallest narrative details: character-like 

agents (consider the grotesque performance of the MSF representative), actions (in response to eager 

Congolese plantation workers, Martens explicitly tells them he will not show them the film, as it is 

meant for European market, which relates to the fact that the development aid economy does not 

belong officially to the Congo’s economy), and use of the medium to which I will return shortly. 

Many of these are examples of Brechtian Gestus. Besides the ones indicated above, one could think of 

the scene where Martens laconically replies “OK” to the man who tells him in agony that his people 

suffers; Martens correcting the villager who reads ‘poverty’ as ‘pauvreté’; or the scene where a rebel 

fighter carries a radio for Martens’ entertainment (who remains totally neutral) when they are walking 

from one catastrophe site to another, meanwhile encountering posing rebel warriors in full combat 

outfit, good for other gestic shots.  

 “The art piece can be like an ‘in-vitro’ experiment on reality. This is why I re-create and 

highlight all these inner contradictions in my films. Because by allowing them to surface, and by 

making this bias central, you can see how the world functions. You see that what I do is exactly the 

same as that which is taking place all the time.”
220

 Martens’ use of the term ‘in vitro’ is interesting 

because it suggests to restage a sample of the issues involved in a protected environment where they 

can be studied independently of interfering circumstances, while it implies a performative 

reconstruction that creates things. In fact, the term suggests Martens removed any interference of 

circumstances, creating a model situation reshaping its organisms, other cells and factors completely, 

but most importantly, recreating and thus manipulating the mechanisms the film seeks to reveal.  

 As Derek Gregory has pointed out, Said’s ‘imaginative geographies’ can be seen as a double 

mechanism involving both “self-constructions of ‘the West’” and “constructions of the other”.
221

 

Enjoy Poverty is a deconstruction of a perceived reality, but takes shape in reiteratively constructing 

commonplaces. The term ‘in vitro’ also hints at the convenience of the concept of over-identification 

(or critical mimicry) for Enjoy Poverty since it functions as a critical disclaimer for every act the film 

involves: both satire (the emancipation programme) and more ambiguous motives of inequality 

(Martens’ continuous insensitive attitude, just to name the most obvious examples) become productive 

as critique, intended or not.  

 Undoubtedly, “everything you see in the film, happened in reality”
222

, and undoubtedly, Enjoy 

Poverty’s lecture is a charged and subjective, reconstructed and dramatized, but very relevant version 

of this reality. The documentary becomes an allegory not when it is fictionalized, but as soon as it is 

both fictionalized, manipulated, and instrumentalized to inform a critique of issues the case in question 

is only a symptom of.  

 

 

 

                                                                 
218 Ersoy, op. cit. (2011), p. 396. 
219 Ersoy has pointed out that “he prioritizes a provocative narrative over a well-structured, argumentative plot.” Ersoy, op. 

cit. (2011), p. 397. 
220 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 7. The term ‘in-vitro experiment’ hints at a (scientific) objectivity, 

which makes the statement comparable to false claims about the documentary genre, which can be seen as a tradition of 

manipulated experiments. 
221 Derek Gregory, The Colonial Present, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004, p. 4. 
222 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 5. 
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4.10 Allegory of the sign 

The voyage of the neon sign can be seen as an encapsulated version of the same allegory. The porters 

carrying its travelling trunks personify slavery and other, more accepted hierarchic power structures. It 

is imposed on those on the other side of the inequality scale to celebrate, dance to, and venerate, until 

it is taken from them according to the will of the privileged. The press knows very well what the sign 

refers to (after Martens explains that “it would be good if the poor understood that poverty is actually a 

resource”, the Finnish journalist answers: “Nothing more to ask. Except your name.”), still they pose 

with it smiling. 

 Its motto ‘Enjoy Poverty Please’ provides the work’s title, encapsulates many of the film’s 

themes and motives: corporations enjoy poverty making profit; Western consumers enjoy poverty 

being able to consume more for less; local and global art worlds enjoy poverty as highly regarded 

subject matter; the aid industry enjoys poverty as its very raison d’être and continues reinventing and 

reframing it without structural reparation; news media enjoy poverty as they could barely exist without 

it; national governments enjoy poverty holding debt repayments operative; even the UN and the World 

Bank have an interest in maintaining inequality, Enjoy Poverty suggests in a accusation of them being 

on the hand of Western corporations.  

 As a subversive pun on the expression ‘to enjoy prosperity’ it alludes to an interest in the 

status quo of inequality as framed by the film as a whole. The sign sailing on the river reinstalls it 

within the tradition of the Congo as a site of colonialist atrocities, with the Congo river as its icon. 

Finally, the sign’s inclusion with gallery installations indicates Martens’ conviction that the art world 

is part and parcel of the inequality that simultaneously helps create so much of its subject matter. 

 

4.11 Other agents 

Martens himself and the neon sign are not the only figures that can be regarded allegorical. Enjoy 

Poverty is at the same time an allegorical critique and a work that could pass for an artistic, engaged 

documentary essay film, in which most agents function at the same time as their documented, lived 

operational selves and as emblems of something larger. As Martens described his own characterization 

“not just a real person, but also somebody beyond myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status 

quo”, so too do the other people and elements get to function as representations of macro-economic 

structures: the World Bank representative is a metonym for the global financial system, the plantation 

owner stands in for the Western corporate world at large, the group of journalists are partes-pro-toto 

for the media in general, and whichever Congolese happens to be on screen at any given time – there 

does not seem to be much structural difference between the labourers, the doctors, and the 

photographers – is simply ‘Other’. Martens does not use titles to introduce the various persons 

portrayed by name. Despite all the documentary tropes, there is no explicit suggestion of objectivity or 

transparency. Enjoy Poverty replicates reality in the manner of a biased allegory.  

 I will now discuss other agents, as important elements of the critique, in which Martens’ 

persona ssometimes heavily involved, and sometimes not.  

 

4.12 Congolese 

Congolese photographers belong to an entirely different economic sphere than the Western 

photojournalists. In many ways, they are not comparable at all. Their profession is only similar in 

essence, which is what binds them, while the differences are what makes the commensurability 

meaningful. Congolese villagers ask whether Martens will project the film there, but he answers that 

he will not, only in Europe. The film is explicit in being meant for the European market only, for 

which once more the Congolese have provided the resources. The film is thereby positioned in the 

same category as other consumption goods. The Congolese are also framed as the collective ‘other’, 

the ones to look at, but do not get to behold the view of reality the dominant class hides from them (to 
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expand on one of Susan Sontag’s thoughts in Regarding the Pain of Others).
223

 Our gaze is one-

directional and spectacular not only to make it impossible for ‘the other’ to answer, to propose a 

different reality. It seems also convenient to avoid a more personal knowledge of the other: he is only 

to be seen, he is not also to be known. Objectifying the other has the benefits of avoiding the empathy 

that might lead to commitment, remaining free of obligations, as well as rendering him a 

commensurable unit, subject only to trade.  

 “PHOTOGRAPHS OBJECTIFY”, Sontag has claimed: “they turn an event or a person into 

something that can be possessed.”
224

 The Congolese are unknown others: the photographers are 

anonymous, the plantation owners does not know whether photographed labourers are working on his 

plantation, malnourished children are depicted as nothing more than statistics for MSF who leave for 

regions where the crisis appears to be worse, but where the need of sustaining mining corporations 

could be more acute just as well.  

 

4.13 Congolese as part of Western consumer culture 

Not only are the Congolese people severely underprivileged agents in a hegemonic Western capitalist 

scenario, this power relationship is allegorized by Martens, directing them into a new kind of pseudo-

agency, and ‘failing’. In an indirect way their role in Enjoy Poverty is a construction of the Other. The 

director can be seen as a personification of contemporary relations of slavery in an image industry. 

The Congolese, in turn, as a collective of passive actors, enacting poverty and requiring help, are 

comparable to Schlingensief’s asylum seekers even in their mysterious anonymity.  

 If the role of the Congolese as collective persona is clear, what role does Martens see for the 

Western spectator? Martens mentions the general (art world) consumer explicitly twice: when 

launching “the publicity for the people back home or at gallery exhibits” and when explaining to the 

destitute father of a malnourished child that “in Europe we don’t want cocoa or coffee or palm oil or 

coltan to be more expensive.” The role of the spectator is to engage, to recognize the fact of one’s 

complicity to global inequality. (Martens can be relatively certain of this complicity of his audience, as 

he restricts it to the art world and those who otherwise have the means to obtain a viewing copy.)  

However, that is where the role of the spectator seems to stop, Enjoy Poverty does not exclude the 

possibility of the Western consumer equally being an actor in a script, or of taking responsibility in 

any way. The status quo, the film implies, does not permit a breakthrough, the individual does not 

stand a chance, and the major actors will not change course because that would not be in their interest. 

 

4.14 Las Meninas 

Martens has placed Enjoy Poverty in the tradition of Diego Velázquez’ Las Meninas, in that its subject 

matter is “the relation between the viewer and the image”.
225

 In Las Meninas, the beholder becomes 

part of the subject matter, questioning what position he takes in the depicted subject, and how the 

power relations in and of the image are projected onto the beholder. The the picture features a self-

portrait of the artist painting does not diminish the correspondence with Enjoy Poverty, certainly not in 

Martens’ opinion. Velázquez’ self-portrait in the setting of the royal Spanish (and commissioning) 

family implies a claim to power, elevating painting’s traditional classification of craft, as opposed to 

                                                                 
223 “[...] for the other, even when not an enemy, is regarded only as someone to be seen, not someone (like us) who also 

sees.” Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003, p 57. 
224 Ibid., p. 64, capitals in original.  
225 Martens in interview by Guerin, op. cit. (2009): “A work such as Velasquez’s Las Meninas (1656) directly represents this 

very relationship [of viewer and image] as the subject of the image. It is about power relations as they exist in reality and how 

that reality is only ever mediated by representation. I see and understand my film as being involved in this project of 

engagement of the spectator. It’s not a window onto the world, it’s not fully self-contained or self referential, and neither is 
the image a representation of something outside of itself. Rather, my film takes up certain strategies that are apparent in t he 

history of painting in order to draw attention to the power relations between the viewer and the viewed.”  
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the liberal arts. What is more, the beholder’s viewpoint corresponds with the mirror image, seen on the 

wall in the back of the depicted palace room, showing the reflected images of King Philip IV and his 

wife. This may imply that the beholder takes the spatial position of the royal couple, a privileged 

position, confirmed by the eye contact the painter seems to make.
226

  

 A romantic interpretation of Las Meninas could offer suggestions of communication with the 

artist, of democratizing class relationships, of art in the place of power, but they stand little chance in 

the face of a twenty-first century neoliberal context. Whether Martens believes in the contemporary 

validity of the artist symbolically entering the highest spheres of power is debatable. In Enjoy Poverty, 

art is no more than a plaything of economic power structures, ostensibly bringing good things while 

obscuring the damage involved. Enjoy Poverty merely describes the status quo, while Martens’ more 

recent project, the Institute of Human Activities seeks “to acknowledge the economic mechanisms 

through which art has the greatest impact on social reality.”
227

  

 

4.15 Western industries & Martens personification of them 

Western industries expanded their activities globally. The opportunity of cheap labour and high profits 

leads to exploitation, and NGOs follow in the wake of large corporations. Obligations of debt 

repayment often stay in place simultaneously with government aid programmes. Both development 

aid, the image economy, and traditional resource exploitation industries can be considered expansions 

of business to formerly unexploited global areas (unexploited by their line of business, that is), 

potential trade areas to ‘develop’. These contemporary forms of imperialism amount to neo-

colonialism by subjecting the Other to one’s demand for (growth through) the maintaining of 

inequality. The image economy can be seen as a present-day equivalent of slavery, with a 

commensurable fee system and ownership over what is captured. A situation can be appropriated by 

selection. The logic is as follows: “I choose the one I think is a good picture, and that is what makes 

that picture mine”, as the Italian photojournalist in East Congo has it.
228

 Such mechanisms of 

ownership are here not only present in accepted modes as this one, but form the basis of inequality 

also on a scale that Martens is barely able to represent recognizably.  

 Martens’ persona represents this network of co-dependent aspects of the status quo more 

through an overall air of neo-colonialist superiority than by specif ic references. He seizes every 

opportunity to mimic the arrogant superiority of the West: “I am both the observer and the perpetrator 

of the Africans’ exploitation. I can never be the saviour or the emancipator because I am defined by 

the structures and institutions that exploit in the first place. I can’t even pretend that my presence 

would liberate – even though I lay bare the power relations of the image of poverty within the market 

economy. The one with the camera will always exploit because of the power relations inherent to 

taking, distributing and selling images.”
229

 In Enjoy Poverty Martens seems to argue that cameras are 

like weapons, reproducing the status quo, manipulating its appearance to the point at which their 

images are most likely to proliferate the inequality they register.   

 

4.16 Representation industry 

During the opening scenes in the ‘human zoo’ refugee camp, there are images of happy blond 

youngsters taking pictures with a digital camera of refugees picking up bags, apparently containing 

tents. The visual reproduction of the act of aid giving is instrumental to the continued existence of the 

(in this case minor) NGO and could again be understood through ‘visibility’, the shorthand for the 

                                                                 
226 There are different readings of Las Meninas, both the supposed nature of the mirror image and the direction of Velázquez’ 

gaze are disputed.  
227 See: http://www.humanactivities.org/institute.  
228 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 45min08. 
229 Martens in interview by, Guerin, op. cit. (2009), n.p. 

http://www.humanactivities.org/institute
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core operations of the image industry as used by the UNHCR representative. NGOs have all their 

activities captured, as if an unrepresented reality is no reality. The subjectivity of this reality is 

highlighted, however, by the videojournalistic format of Enjoy Poverty and the depicted 

photojournalism. The suggestion is that these operations of the United Nations and NGOs can be seen 

as belonging to an industry thriving on representation, rather than on their promise of relieving 

humanitarian crisis: a representation industry.  

 Martens does not only focus on video and photo cameras, on the rebels posing, the staging, the 

logos, the use of English, but foremost on the way he frames himself. The camera is mostly carried by 

himself, often pointed at himself. This can easily be seen as a metaphor for self-reproduction: for the 

way aid money feeds back into the West; for the self-centredness of the entire (Western) discourse 

about humanitarian problems; of the enriching art world enhancing its self-image as engaged and 

concerned; a self-centredness that disguises itself, just as one does not witness Martens’ camera 

registered by another camera in the first, establishing, half of the film, except for once when Martens’ 

pointing the camera at himself is emphasized by someone taking it over at the World Bank meeting. 

The other people at the table all represent a country or an organization, everyone is there in the 

presence of an expensive agenda. Martens reflects their self-interest by self-representation.  

 The scenes at the photography exhibition function as a parable of visual arts’ neo-colonialist 

operations in a plural way. To begin with, at the Kinshasa art show white and black people seem to 

mingle, but their distance from the aestheticized issues represents again an inequality.  

 Secondly, the dominant class apparently embraces the depicted subject matter, but as the 

aesthetization negates and beautifies the problems it contains, a major reason for the admiration seems 

to be the acquisition of innocence. This negation brings to mind Pierre Bourdieu’s use of the Freudian 

term, denoting the inversion of repressed ideas and emotions once they become conscious (thus paving 

the way for hypocrisy): “Art carries the negation of exchange value inside its humanised and 

humanising subjectivity. Its repudiation of fetishised social relations is a core element of the 

socialibility intrinsic to art. The splendour of the market is the mutilation of art. The splendour of art is 

the mutilation of the market. To realise materialism means to abolish it.”
230

  

 Thirdly, these photographs are paid for with money made at the expense of the problems 

framed and celebrated much more than criticized, performing the neo-colonial inequality at stake. This 

hints at Andrea Fraser’s equally Freudian but even more polemical use of negation in terms of 

collaboration: “The broad and often unquestioned claims that art in some way critiques, negates, 

questions, challenges, confronts, contests, subverts, or transgresses norms, conventions, hierarchies, 

relations of power and domination, or other social structures—usually by reproducing them in an 

exaggerated, displaced, or otherwise distanced, alienated, or estranged way—seem to have developed 

into little more than a rationale for some of the most cynical forms of collaboration with some of the 

most corrupt and exploitative forces in our society.”
231

 Enjoy Poverty seems to argue that we should 

not think of humanitarian imagery and engaged art as different categories. The exploitation and 

interests are clearly of such a scale that for the overarching mechanisms fetishising poverty porn the 

term ‘representation industry’ seems appropriate. 

 Writing about the news media, but effectively offering tools for understanding the operations 

of the representation industry as a whole, Walter Benjamin has asserted that even though coverage 

may seem to bring the events closer, it enables an emotional detachment on behalf of the receiver: “If 

it were the intention of the press to have the reader assimilate the information it supplies as part of his 

own experience, it would not achieve its purpose. But its purpose is just the opposite, and it is 

achieved; to isolate what happens from the realm in which it could affect the experience of the 

                                                                 
230 Simon Susen, ‘Bourdieu and Adorno’, in: Simon Susen, Bryan S. Turner (eds.), The Legacy of Pierre Bourdieu: Critical 
Essays, London/New York: Anthem Press, 2011, p. 190. 
231 Andrea Fraser, ‘There’s no place like home’, in: Whitney Biennale (exh. cat.), 2012, p. 30.  
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reader.”
232

 This seems to correspond with a common feature of the core operations of NGOs, news 

media and the visual arts: the aesthetization, objectification, and commodification of the subject 

matter, where subjects turn to framed and distant objects and resources.  

 Susan Sontag has argued that the false impression of connection is a guilty one: “The 

imaginary proximity to the suffering inflicted on others that is granted by images suggests a link 

between the faraway sufferers—seen close-up on the television screen— and the privileged viewer 

that is simply untrue, that is yet one more mystification of our real relations to power. So far as we feel 

sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our 

innocence as well as our impotence.”
233

  

 Martens’ emancipation programme aims rhetorically to breach this imaginary proximity in 

ways reminiscent of the workers’ photography movement discussed above. Communist educationalist 

Edwin Hoernle recognized the performative superiority inherent in the pre-war proto-representation-

industry, and in 1930 argued for its destruction: “If the bourgeoisie depicts proletarians and their world 

of suffering, it is only to provide a contrast, a dark background to set off the glories of bourgeois 

‘culture’, ‘humanity’, ‘arts and science’ and so forth, so that sensitive folk can enjoy a feeling of 

sympathy and ‘compassion’ or else take pride in the consciousness of their own superiority. Our 

photographers must tear down this façade. We must proclaim proletarian reality in all its disgusting 

ugliness, with the indictment of society and its demand for revenge. We will have no veils, no 

retouching, no aestheticism; we must present things as they are, in a hard merciless light.”
234

  

 The Popular Front’s turn away from emancipation rhetoric and the discontinuation of the 

Communist International by Josef Stalin in 1943, led to a premature disruption of the workers’ 

photography movement.
235

 As with Martens’ emancipation programme, what could be regarded class 

politics neutralized a revolution of representation.  

 

4.17 Commodification cycle 

Martens’ persona reflects a commodification cycle that Enjoy Poverty shows to be active in the entire 

representation industry: subjects and situations are recorded and objectified, the resulting images 

inserted in an economy that drifts on the possibility of an emotional response towards those objectified 

in order to make a profit. This corresponds with a cycle Demos has observed: “As it unleashes a 

vicious cycle of profit, objectification, and sympathy, this type of conflict photography perpetuates 

clichés of Africans as helpless victims mired in misery, and reduces spectators to depoliticized 

charitable donors.”
236

 Since Enjoy Poverty speaks of this industry, but addresses the Western 

consumer, such empathy may be regarded a symptom of the complicity to the ma intenance and 

reproduction of global inequality comparable to Sontag’s guilty sympathy. The Freudian negation of 

this complicity, inherent in the operation of the representation industry, depends on the reproduction of 

images as vessels for empathy and profit. 

 Martens embodies this cycle. During his ‘emancipation programme’, for example, visiting a 

hospital with his troupe of Congolese photographers, Martens acts extremely ‘professional’ and 

emotionally detached, describing how they make best use of the crisis situation in financial and 

empathic terms: “[...] you must choose the worst cases. Like that you can immediately show... Here 

[pointing at a malnourished infant] you see the ribs. If the public sees that, they will immediately 

understand the situation is extreme. These are photos that you can sell.”
237

  

                                                                 
232 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, New York: Schocken Books, 1969, pp. 158-9, cited in: Millar, op. cit., n.p. 
233 Sontag, op. cit. (2003), p. 80. 
234 Edwin Hoernle, ‘The Working Man’s Eye’, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, 1930, cited in: John Roberts, The Art of Interruption: 

Realism, Photography, and the Everyday, Manchester/New York: Manchester University Press, 1998, p. 48. 
235 Ibid., pp. 48-9. 
236 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 98. 
237 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 59min59. 
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 This parable of commercial interests alludes to a form of hypocrisy that engaged art and 

development aid have in common: art practices are heralded by an art world that tolerates and benefits 

from the social injustices that they frame, while humanitarianism exists to solve problems whose 

continuity is of strong interest to its supposed fighters. Martens’ persona underscores that Enjoy 

Poverty as a film belongs to the same (representation) economy as other exploiting economies. The 

abovementioned cycle bears strong similarities to an economy where raw materials are exploited, 

value is added, and profit is made over its consumption.  By subjecting the image production of 

photojournalists and NGOs to a critical inquiry and demonstrating that they are part of economies with 

major economic interests, Martens raises not only awareness of their opaqueness and unaccountability. 

One implication is that his own images – the film we are seeing – are suggested to be manipulated and 

manipulative themselves, and that Enjoy Poverty can be considered an intervention in a media 

discourse. In the second part of the film another disposition becomes paramount: the emphasis of the 

images as performative and simulacral. Or, as critic Özge Ersoy has it: “He seems to stop his inquiry 

into the documentary or evidentiary roles of his images as he enters the realm of mimicry and 

performance.”
238

  

 

4.18 The Politics of the Edit 

Martens employs various cinematographic means to use the filmic texture of Enjoy Poverty as an 

inherent instrument of critique. As Demos contends, the film is “a documentary set along a carefully 

scripted performance.” There is no reason to believe that the documentary is not carefully edited as 

well. In his fragmented argumentation, Martens instrumentalizes editing too. It functions both 

autonomously and in reference to the very empathy-aimed documentary tropes he frames. Notice the 

sequence in which Martens first visits a plantation worker with a malnourished and sick child, then, 

roughly on the same location, a Congolese doctor showing numbers of malnourished children in the 

area, after which Martens takes these to Blattner, the plantation owner, who plays them down, and 

then Martens cuts to a hospital where a child dies.
239

 Although Martens’ detached, not-judging persona 

is striking from the beginning of the film, these are Kuleshov-effect heavy cinematic modes typical of 

an independent engaged journalist guarding his own agenda. 

 Another sequence is announced by a shot of Martens filming himself close up for five 

seconds.
240

 It starts for real at a gold mining company, with close-ups of installations drilling, and a 

drilling sample running through a pipe as if it were a missile in a barrel. Workers explain that the 

Congolese do not have the means or the capital to extract gold or oil themselves. Then, there is a cut to 

a helicopter’s view of the area, along the barrel of a machine gun aiming at the hills. Next, we witness 

UN soldiers, tanks, and other weaponry. Then, apparently an anti-climax, a slower-paced scene where 

Western journalists take pictures of corpses and masked rebels posing, with close-ups of their cameras. 

This essayistic editing suggests an interrelation of natural resources, and control through military 

power and media representation, as weapons of an self-seeking hegemony. It connects seamlessly to 

the next similarly rhetoric sequence, in which an Italian photojournalist working for AFP explains the 

mechanisms of the media industry, including prices per shot and fees.
241

 These interview scenes are 

interlaced with scenes of Martens walking past corpses, along with an international group of 

photographers.  

 As a transition scene to the second half of the film, in which the conditions of inclusion and 

exclusion as well as autonomy of aesthetic production are thematized, Martens is filmed by someone 

                                                                 
238 Ersoy, op. cit. (2011), p. 397. 
239 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 17-25min. 
240 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 36-41 min. 
241 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 41-45 min. 
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else, while he is talking on the phone.
242

 The representation of the social network and its mediatization 

are highlighted by the changed perspective, which in the film only happened before when Martens 

gave his camera to someone else to film him when asking critical questions at a meeting of the World 

Bank. The self-reflexivity of news media and the visual arts is stressed.  

 What makes the edit and what does not, one wonders. When and what does Martens cut out? 

Impossible to say, but there are clear clues for a handcrafted montage of narrative elements. For 

example, when a plantation labourer asks Martens whether his life is as hard as his, in one of the later 

scenes, Martens does not answer. At least, what the spectator sees is a cut to the next shot, unable to 

fathom what it means. As if it is the same scene, the father of a severely malnourished child thanks 

him for the food, who may in a different way be incapable of fathom the factuality of the film. Also, 

crew members are never seen. The suggestion of Martens travelling alone in the style of a video-

journalist is manipulative and false, as there are two additional cameramen credited, plus a band of 

production assistants (who all have Congolese-seeming names).  

 

4.19 Public persona 

In interviews and other professional situations outside of the aesthetic object, Martens’ seems to aspire 

unmasking the representation industries and the surrounding economic structures that form their basis. 

When Demos asks of Enjoy Poverty’s shocking imagery, “[h]ow can such depictions be justified, no 

matter what Martens’ deconstructive intentions?”, he quotes Martens’ answer: “The conditions of 

these children are actually justified all the time. It’s called the market, or African corruption, or pre-

modern belief systems. Whatever the reasons, we thrive on it.”
243

 In other words, Martens creates a 

moral public persona, with which he fights Enjoy Poverty’s subject matter in an explicit, direct way, 

which is a relative relief after eighty-eight minutes of cynical ambiguity.  

 However, an elevated sense of innocence radiates from his morality. Writing about the work 

of Thomas Hirschhorn, Tirdad Zolghadr argued that “an authorial persona is constructed that morally 

supersedes [this material], even extending the offer of redemption to the museum audience itself.”
244

 

The latter is something that Martens decidedly will not allow the museum audience, thereby making 

his own moral superiority all the more poignant. This moral public persona might accept the status 

quo, which would conveniently imply not being guilty of hypocrisy.  

 As Jonathan Griffin has pointed out, Slavoj Žižek’s Violence (2008), published in the same 

year as Enjoy Poverty’s release, uses the crisis in the DRC as illustrative for global underexposed 

humanitarian disaster. Since the “left-liberal humanitarian discourse on violence” fails at solving the 

“subjective violence” as used by concrete perpetrators, one should try to understand “systemic” and 

“symbolic” violence, which is perpetuated but goes almost unnoticed. In his montage of Žižek’s 

argument, Griffin suggests that Martens’ solution could be to do “precisely nothing; we should wait 

and see, and in the meantime ‘learn, learn, learn’.”
245

 

 In early interviews on Enjoy Poverty, Martens seems to be open and eager to explain on a 

critical and theoretical level what his intentions with the film are. In later interviews, he is less explicit 

and more cryptic. Quite possibly, this development has been influenced by discussion with experts in 

the field, such as T.J. Demos, who included a chapter on Enjoy Poverty in his book on post-colonialist 

Africa-related contemporary art and conducted various interviews with him. He seems to have 

developed a public persona in order to give himself a stance when discussing political issues. In an 

2012 interview with Artur Żmijewski, Martens stated almost romantically ethical: “We’re constantly 

led by our own misconceptions. I want to get out of these. I need to do so for the sake of my own life 

                                                                 
242 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 48min. 
243 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 117. 
244 Tirdad Zolghadr, ‘Them and Us’, Frieze 96 January-February 2006, cited in Griffin, op. cit. (2010), n.p. 
245 Griffin, op. cit. (2010), n.p. 
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on Earth.”
246

 It reminds of his mimicking self-congratulating “better person” mode thankful of the 

Congolese’s suffering. This statement was in the context of his Institute for Human Activities, itself a 

hybrid project, merging an authentically constructive will to act with mocking over-identification.
247

  

 Yet, within seconds in the same interview, Martens shifted his attitude to a purely capitalist 

one: “The goal of companies is to produce and make profits. Well, I want them to make even more 

money, which is why I’m willing to help them create an added value, branding, and a good public 

image. They can make more money if they do certain things, and I want to help them with that.”
248

 It 

could be argued that Martens’ public persona has appropriated the over-identification of his 

performance persona. Maybe Martens has really become ‘Renzo the Artist-Entrepreneur’. 

 

4.20 Some critical notes  

Martens has called Enjoy Poverty a “film [that is] a performance”, Demos described it as “a 

documentary set alongside a carefully scripted performance”
249

, while Millar has pointed out that 

filming Enjoy Poverty took Martens two years, and one more of editing.
250

 This long and thorough 

process explains the success with which Martens constructs the narrative, the characterization and the 

staging to a consistent story that is ambiguous but meticulously crafted. The flawless narrative texture 

also indicates a first weakness. Each scene, every detail is evidentiary material that points at the core 

of Martens’ argument, and does not include any dissenting views. The manipulative politics of the edit 

become obvious early on in the film, and are not disentangled after repeated watching. This cannot be 

mistaken for one-dimensionality, however, as Enjoy Poverty opens up new facets of the subject matter 

time and again, arguing that all involved agents are complicit in a variety of ways. It creates a 

diversified critique.  

 A second weakness is the combination of suggestive, non-conclusive narrative, and its 

specificity. The suggestion is radical and insistent; many locations, agents and other elements are 

concrete and existent, but the edit is obviously present and directive. This creates the risk of an ‘all-or-

nothing’ situation, which the spectator is forced to buy or not. It makes it difficult to put the argument 

of Enjoy Poverty in perspective, to play down the charged extremes, but maintain that the essence of 

what Martens proposes is right. Although that probably is the case.  

 A third and last weakness entails a risk on two levels, both cases of a producing kind of 

performativity. A lesser implication is the work’s reification of existing relations, widening the global 

gap by frustrating any perspective on reform of any of the agents involved. A more fundamental 

problem is that it deepens that gap by insisting that any change is impossible, and no positive, 

constructive examples of different ways of dealing with the situation exist.  

 

If Enjoy Poverty aims at unmasking the representation industry by showing that it is merely a veil 

suggesting and asking for empathy to conceal a need for money (in the form of cheap labour), profit 

(exploitation by corporations) and sustaining and reproducing existing inequalities, it can be seen as a 

shift from ‘poverty porn’ towards an understanding of reproduction of and through exploitation of the 

issues in question. The inequality may not exist because people necessarily want the class difference in 

itself, but above all because they need self-preservation and survival: their own, the survival of their 

children, their values, their realities.  

                                                                 
246 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 9. 
247 In one of those interviews, Demos asked Martens about the Institute for Human Activities: “My question for the project is 

whether it will be about the mimicry of a very problematic set of global relations, or if it will veer more toward the 

transformative set of goals you’ve mentioned.” Martens answered: “ Both—we need the first to do the second.” Renzo 

Martens in conversation with T.J. Demos, op. cit. (2012), p. 6. 
248 Ibid.  
249 Both: Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 105. 
250 Millar, op. cit. (2009), np. 
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 On the other hand, inequality and its images symbolize and perform this self-preservation. 

Image reproduction can be seen as a metonym for reproduction of a politico-cultural system of 

conventions, values, taboos, rules, and roles, in other words, a cultural extrapolation of biological 

reproduction. Cultures and hegemonies are reproduced by reproducing the inequality that sustains 

their position, reproducing the symptoms, the representations which perform and sustain it financially 

and symbolically, because the collective knows that the oldest biological principle is still true: the 

fittest will survive.  
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5. Enter the Performance Street Art: The staged and constructed persona 

 

Banksy | Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010) 

 

Exit Through the Gift Shop is a commercial feature film that for the first time publically displays the 

British genre-defining street artist Banksy in person. It is intended for a wider audience than Enjoy 

Poverty and, since it is produced by the ostentatiously non-academic artist that Banksy is, less 

configured to theoretical and critical discourses than both Schlingensief’s and Martens’ or Fraser’s 

work.
251

 The ways its most prominent theme – the notion of authenticity – is dealt with hardly meet 

the expectations of a scholarly art historical assessment.
252

 However, a number of the film’s aspects 

speak in favour of including it in a research on the use of personae in critical performance, and as a 

work of popular culture it underlines the use of personae in critique as a wider cultural phenomenon. 

Those aspects, as introduced below, correspond to the sections of this chapter, and allow for a 

chronological discussion of the film.  

 

Firstly, the real star of the film, Banksy ‘himself’ is a constructed persona, both within the confines of 

Exit Through the Gift Shop as aesthetic object as well as beyond that, part of everyday reality. Still 

they are generally taken at face value. Banksy’s anonymity barely provokes the assumption that there 

may be no ‘Banksy’. On the contrary, the relentless curiosity about his identity only indicates the firm 

common belief that there exists a “man behind the wall”, to echo the subtitle of Will Ellsworth-Jones’ 

independent monograph.
253

 Banksy uses the film to stage himself in ways that reinforce his public 

persona.  

 Secondly, Banksy’s co-star Thierry Guetta transforms into ‘Mr. Brainwash’ halfway through 

the film. As I will demonstrate, this means Exit Through the Gift Shop shows and performs the 

creation of a persona. Mr. Brainwash’ persona is informed by his art practice, and at the same time, his 

practice can be considered a metonymy of his persona. This renders identity construction in the arts a 

prominent theme in the film. It also implies the question whether an identity that is being very 

obviously constructed can be considered real and equally valuable. 

 Thirdly, Exit Through the Gift Shop is considered a mockumentary, and Mr. Brainwash is 

sometimes as a hoax. Although it has many documentary genre specificities – which I will explicate 

when they come up – a lot of it seems to be staged. As such, the film reduplicates the theme of 

constructed and ambiguous identity, and establishes it on the narrative level of the aesthetic object. I 

will reconstruct the production of the film to the extent that is possible and desirable within this 

chapter on basis of various sources and clues. The ambivalence of fiction and documentary is part and 

parcel of the film, but I will demonstrate a strong suggestion of a scheme.  

 And fourthly, this possibility of a scheme does allow for an assessment of Guetta’s/Mr. 

Brainwash’ persona. It also necessitates a reconsideration of Banksy’s persona. Finally, it enables the 

spectator to understand the operations of Exit Through the Gift Shop as a critique.  

 

 

                                                                 
251 On January 24 2010, Exit Through the Gift Shop premiered at the Sundance Film Festival. Subsequently, it was shown in 

commercial movie theatres internationally. It was nominated for an Oscar for Best Documentary Feature (which was awarded 

to Inside Job) despite the rumours that it be a mockumentary. Exit Through the Gift Shop is street artist Banksy’s directorial 
debut, after which he made another film called The Antics Roadshow (2011), a montage of found footage of various degrees 

of civil disobedience. Exit Through the Gift Shop features a good amount of appropriated material as well. For this chapter, I 

used the DVD version: Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop, Paranoid Pictures Film Company Limited, 2010, as well as the 

official trailer.  
252 This also explains the limited amount of useful literature on the film, and legitimizes a case study slightly shorter than the 
first two. 
253 Will Ellsworth-Jones, Banksy. The Man Behind the Wall, London: Aurum Press, 2012.  
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5.1 Staging Banksy’s persona 

The opening credits show a rich variety of famous and lesser-known street artists, satisfying the 

average Banksy fan’s expectations of seeing a film on street art.
254

 If those expectations include 

catching a glimpse of the secluded Brit, they are satisfied already in the first scene. How does Banksy 

use this opportunity to reveal himself to an audience that is eager to know his identity? The artist is 

shown wearing a hooded sweater, made unrecognisable with a mysterious shadowy darkness over his 

face and his voice digitally distorted, mouth invisible, seated in various places of a studio covered in 

graffiti. In the establishing shot, he is joined by a puppet in the shape of a monkey head, as if Robin 

the Hooded Man and the human’s evolutionary blueprint are ventriloquizing one another, by way of a 

typical Bansky joke: witty, but not necessarily consequential (fig. 5.1).
255

 The lighting is carefully 

choreographed: the glass bell-covered monkey head as well as the graffiti-covered back wall are well 

visible, while Banksy sits centrally, but in a shadow. Only his hands, the skilled tools of the “graffiti 

artist” (as the caption introduces him), are in the light. It suggests that his face nor his natural identity 

matter, for it is Banksy’s hand crafted art that speaks for him.  

 Through symbols framing his identity while being anonymous, Banksy is staged as an 

personification of the ‘romantic’ core values of street art that are fundamental to his fame: the 

surrounding graffiti positions him in the tradition of authenticity and artistic skill that is associated 

with the genre of tags and ‘pieces’; his disguise refers to a pseudo-illegality and being wanted by the 

police that adds extra street credibility; the undercover set up in its totality should be considered a 

glorification of Banksy’s public image as ‘unknown’, which relates to the celebration of individuality 

and self-promotion that is at the root of the graffiti and street art subcultures. A large part of the 

staging of Banksy’s image is effectively completed in this first scene. In a number of later scenes, 

Banksy’s filmed in another spot where a wall painting of a Baroque cherub wearing a bullet proof vest 

with red blood spot at the heart (the commonplace art historical reference is culture-jammed to remind 

of present-day powers that would be menacing the innocence and beauty, so it seems) is lit with a 

spotlight that also illuminates a print series of crowned monkeys with Royal Air Force signs 

(illustrating his playful criticism of the establishment), a canvas with Banksy’s signature rats stencilled 

on it (like a tag, rats form a trademark continuity in Banksy’s work, the pest suggests the symbolism of 

socially undesired, repressed and marginalized), and the remainders of destroyed picture frames 

(suggesting iconoclasm and a revolutionary role in art history) (fig. 5.2).
256

 I will return to a couple of 

slight elaborations of Banksy’s image below.  

 This first scene starts with Banksy sitting down while a voice can be heard asking for a sound 

check (Banksy goes “one-two, one-two”) and the voice continues, “So ehm, I guess I’ll start off by 

asking you about the film. What is the film?”
257

 Banksy explains that it is “the story of what happened 

when this guy tried to make a documentary about me. But he was actually a lot more interesting than I 

am. So now the film is about him. It’s not gone with the wind, but there is probably a moral in there 

somewhere.”
258

 He not only appears and speaks, he also foregrounds his selfhood by using the first 

                                                                 
254 Many of these fragments seem to be taken from existing films or videos. Exit Through the Gift Shop credits the following 

films, all street art and graffiti related: Dirty Hands: The Art and Crimes of David Choe, Infamy, Inside Outside, Next, Open 

Air, The Lyfe, Popaganda: The Art and Crimes of Ron English, Rash, Restless Debt of the Third World, Spending Time, Turf 

War, Elis G The Life of a Shadow, Memoria Canalla, C215 in London, Beautiful Losers. 
255 Exit Through the Gift Shop, 2min44. One could think of Banksy’s iconic image of Pulp Fiction’s John Travolta and 

Samuel L. Jackson aiming bananas instead of guns, or his omnipresent rats. Both are visual puns and powerful images with a 
hint of criticality that depends on the spectator and does not persuade of any position by itself. Banksy is often compared t o a 

Robin Hood figure, who could be seen as stealing the idea of art from the rich and giving it to the man in the street for free. 

See for example: Andrew Anthony, ‘Banksy: the artist who’s driven to the wall’, The Observer, Sunday 20 April 2014, 

accessed through http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2014/apr/20/observer-profile-banksy-street-art, on 5 June 2014 .  
256 Exit Through the Gift Shop, around 30min.  
257 Narrator in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 2min46. 
258 Banksy in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 2min55. 

http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2014/apr/20/observer-profile-banksy-street-art
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person singular and suggesting a moral lecture of the film. At the same time, this ‘self’ his highly 

stylized in ways that overdo his public image as it already existed. But this unexpected metaphorical 

point of departure also indicates between the lines that Guetta/Mr. Brainwash, and maybe the 

transformation in particular, should be seen as vehicles of signification. So while Banksy reinforces 

his public image by visually establishing and symbolically reiterating it, he employs a character of a 

more strategic, narrative kind at the same time. There are many of such scene throughout the film, but 

the interviewer’s voice is never heard again. Still it suggests two things. Firstly, that Banksy is 

spontaneous and candid, speaking of the cuff, enhancing the truthful documentary feel that the film 

leans on. Secondly, that there is an interviewer who co-directs the way people are portrayed, and that 

Banksy does not function as an auteur director writing and staging the film in detail. Of course, this 

may be the case, but it is tempting to assume that such scenes, operating more or less like self 

portraits, are carefully scripted. For now, I will refer to these scenes (of Banksy as well as others) as 

portrait scenes.  

 Banksy still refrains from officially revealing his true identity, but it is known that he is a man 

from Bristol, born in 1973, whose name is Robin Gunningham. The Daily Mail revealed this in 2008, 

after BBC World News had already published a photo of him working on a work he claimed later (fig. 

5.3).
259

 The general audience seems to accept that Banksy does not appear in public, and the pseudo-

anonymity stands. Banksy’s identity as an open secret also holds people back to question this actual 

person hiding behind the elaborate mask that Banksy is. But on basis of the scale and technical 

complexities of various Banksy productions one could speculate that ‘Banksy’ by now rather seems an 

institute encompassing a collective of artists, cinematographers, copywriters and screenwriters, 

producers and managers than a single person.
260

 Exit Through the Gift Shop and Banksy’s 2011 film 

Antics Roadshow certainly testify of this possibility, but various large scale and hyped exhibitions as 

well as a number of publications suggest that there is at least a large team around any individual. Even 

Ellsworth-Jones, Banksy’s unauthorized would-be biographer who did a thorough inquiry on every 

known move by Banksy up until 2011, does not seem to consider that the household name by now 

may be considered the name of an institution.
261

 For the sake of readability, however, I will simply use 

the name Banksy here both to refer to the figure in the portrait scenes as to the filmmaker(s).  

 Rather, people seem to desire believing in the construction itself: the Banksy that is embedded 

in a romantic view of the artist as a isolated genius-auteur, gifted not only with artisanal artistic skills 

but also with a world view that sets him apart from the capitalist mainstream and the institutional art 

world alike. No context legitimates his public image better than a background in the pseudo-illegal 

subversive counterculture of graffiti. This identity feature is essential to distinguish Banksy from less-

credible, authentically streetwise, original, witty followers. Exit Through the Gift Shop forms the 

perfect vehicle to reinforce it, and Banksy uses it to stage himself accordingly. As Bansky’s public 

persona is finally personified here in the context of a highly stylized aesthetic object, one could say (as 

with Schlingensief and Martens) that the public persona can be considered a performance persona. 

 To offer a provisional reading of Banksy in terms of persona, the ‘Banksy’ here depicted, 

then, is an image consisting of various references, some by way of Daston and Sibum’s culturally 

recognisable types and some more specific of the artist’s public persona. The image in its totality is a 

                                                                 
259 Claudia Joseph, ‘Graffiti artist Banksy unmasked ... as a former public schoolboy from middle-class suburbia’, in: The 

Daily Mail, 12 July 2008. Accessed through: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1034538/Graffiti-artist-Banksy-
unmasked–-public-schoolboy-middle-class-suburbia.html on 3 June 2014.  
260 It can be worthwhile to think again of the first portrait scene with Banksy that is preceded by the voice of an interviewer 

who decides to starts asking what the film is, and consider that there may indeed have been a spontaneity, dialogue and 

interview – in the modality of self-portrait. A group of people who collectively constitute everything bearing the name 

‘Banksy’, among each other could be acting out the constitution of the Banksy persona, scripted or not. 
261 Ellsworth-Jones refers frequently to ‘Team Banksy’ (which is a very small team, according to him) but always maintains 

the idea of the auteur-artist genius ‘Banksy’ firmly in place. See chapter ‘Welcome to Team Banksy’, pp. 155-180. 
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substitute for a subject that is known to exist but is almost disconnected from the public persona, as 

well as for a group of people that are certainly employed to work for ‘Banksy’, but not publicly so 

(equally disconnected). The way in which Banksy’s star personality is performed and staged evokes 

Auslander’s performance persona. In addition, there is a hint of a ‘character’ in Auslander’s sense that 

is there for the sake of the narrative of the aesthetic object, when Banksy points at his co-star as more 

or less interesting than himself. Banksy’s persona also recalls Buchloh’s suggestion that Beuys created 

a public persona by performing the role of the artist as a variety of characters. It is impossible to say 

whether Buchloh would consider a performance so explicitly framed within an aesthetic object as 

‘public’, yet as this is the first time Banksy shows himself to the general audience, this could certainly 

be considered an instance of publicness. As there is only the suggestion of natural identity hidden 

behind the artificial image, Mauss’ historiography of persona based on changed perceptions of 

personal identity does not seem to apply on Banksy greatly. This only affirms the potential power of a 

persona, as one could certainly consider the image as a substitute of natural identity that, in situations 

including but not restricted to mediated contexts, is convincing, operational and real: a public persona 

that does not need a natural identity to be credible.  

 But what indeed is interesting about Thierry Guetta? 

  

5. 2 Thierry Guetta 

The next scenes, backed by cheesy pseudo-French accordion music, introduce this Guetta. The general 

public may already have been familiar with the clumsiness of this man, as in the official trailer of Exit 

Through the Gift Shop he can be seen walking into a street lamppost.
262

 This Frenchman who settled in 

Los Angeles, running a second hand clothing business, heading a family, is like a caricature. His 

appearance resembles that of a cartoon figure, slightly corpulent, a silly hat, retro clothes, a moustache 

running into oversize sideburns, but also heavily gesticulating and sporting a thick French accent, so 

appears in the numerous portrait scenes. Guetta could be described as a caricature of a foreign 

Hollywood comedian, and an annoying one, being impolite and oblivious of his social environment. 

But his attribute is what sticks the most: Guetta’s camera is ever-present, he is videotaping around the 

clock, as a veritable camera addict (fig. 5.4). He captures everything he encounters, but never watches 

anything back, nor does he organize anything. As he recounts his personal history through a voice-

over, sometimes assisted by a narrator and interviews with people who know him well, the spectator 

sees random images of family life, supermarkets, his shop, et cetera, apparently all filmed by him. His 

habit is central to this biographical sequence, and it is explained as an obsession: from the moment he 

picked up the camera, he could not do anything without capturing. People who know him are so used 

to it that they do not even notice the camera anymore. His need of documenting is contextualized later 

in the film as a result of a youth trauma: after losing his mother at a young age, he wants to capture 

everything he experiences, “make the moments live forever”.
263

 Thierry registers, but does not watch. 

Not at the present time, nor later.  

 The rest of the film proceeds in line with documentary conventions going back and forth 

deriving continuity from the interrelation of statements in human-interest-like portrait scenes (Banksy 

in the two different spots with the same underground atmosphere described above) and documentary 

footage with voice-overs by the protagonists and a narrator that frame the story in the present perfect 

tense. The included footage that features Banksy gives a further idea of the impression that is intended 

to give of him: in one, he shows Guetta a box full of forged bank notes with the face of Diana 

replacing Elizabeth’s, intended to distribute among festival-goers. The inclusion of this project 

reinforces Banksy’s public image circling around anarchy and activism , deluded with a healthy dose 

                                                                 
262 Official trailer, included on the DVD.  
263 Thierry Guetta in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 27min. 
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of entertainment. Another scene documents Banksy’s action in Disneyland, where he places a puppet 

wearing Guantanamo prisoner clothes inside one of the attractions. The inclusion of this footage, 

allegedly filmed by Guetta, relates to Banksy’s public image of anti-authoritarian. In the portrait 

scenes he comments on the events in the film, sometimes with a personal touch. But mostly, it is the 

story of Guetta getting mixed up in the street art scene, and at a more abstract level, Guetta becoming a 

means to critique it.  

 Guetta is said to have discovered street art in 1999, when visiting his cousin in Paris who 

appears to be the well-known street artist Space Invader. As if infected, Guetta starts documenting the 

entire street art scene, neglecting his family. One by one, he visits and films various artists, some of 

whom the spectator gets to see footage of. Banksy explains how Guetta was there at the right place at 

the right time, as street art is a volatile art form that needs documentation in order to have any life 

span.
264

 While he does not mention the importance of international web-based visibility (which 

became popular around the time of the scenes’ presumed recording, providing the artists with a 

profitable reason to have a documentalist), he does throw light on a confusing situation. Without 

mentioning it, Banksy brings the improbability to the attention that activities as illegal as graffiti and 

street art , including the responsible faces, are being caught on tape by someone the artists in question 

barely know, but are thankful for nonetheless. Certainly, they could have found a more sensible 

cameraman. This adds to his staged role a sense of naivety, of a goodish person who did not know 

what he was getting mixed up in. But with Banksy’s public image as a prankster in the back of one’s 

mind, the narrator as well as the narrative itself are established as unreliable early on in the film. An 

extra layer is added to Banksy’s strategic narrative-level character.  

 Ellsworth-Jones gives a clue for the real reason Guetta has been able to get his foot in the door 

of the street art world as after some patience even Banksy accepts him. According to the street artist 

Ron English, Guetta is part of a wealthy French family who acquired a large amount of real estate in 

Los Angeles in order to obtain permanent residency in the USA.
265

 Guetta seems to have been 

attractive to street artists because he not only knew many good walls in the city, he also owned them, 

and so could provide legal painting spots.  

 

5.3 Shepard Fairey  

The film’s third star is Shepard Fairey (real name), of international fame for his Obama-Hope poster 

designs. Here, he enjoys a rock star-like introduction, which seems slightly satirical of his public 

image.
266

 (fig. 5.5) One of the most successful street art figures around, Fairey is well-known for his 

trendy and commercially successful clothing brand Obey (“Manufacturing Quality Dissent Since 

1989”), which flirts with all commonplaces of the street art culture, reminiscent of the ways MTV and 

other youngster-targeting brands are appropriating motifs of graffiti, street art, alternative music and 

other counter-cultural sources, as a watered-down present day equivalent of Radical Chic, where 

associating oneself with ‘tame primitives’ has become a universally valid social fashion.
267

 The rock 

guitar theme that accompanies Fairey’s introduction seems to establish him as a combination of 

alternative subcultures and spectacle, but can also be read as a wink to aforementioned forms of 

appropriation, a wink that suggests interpreting them as transparent and decorative. In interview 

                                                                 
264 Banksy in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 11min50. 
265 Ellsworth-Jones, op. cit. (2012), pp. 271-2. 
266 Exit Through the Gift Shop, 13min20. 
267 Radical Chic is a term coined by Tom Wolfe in his eponymous 1970 essay. Michael Bracewell has recapitulated the 
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scenes, Fairey himself comes across as perfectly reasonable and human. This impression certainly 

benefits from his undisguised and casual appearance in a domestic setting, a home study with street art 

books line up behind his head. Fairey is staged as ‘normal’, accessible, and reliable, reinforcing the 

suggestion that Exit is indeed a documentary film. In his review of Exit Through the Gift Shop 

however, Nick Schager called Fairey a “viral marketing campaign creator”, which indicates that 

something else than transparency and directness may be expected from him. Fairey is from Los 

Angeles as well, and says he took Thierry along frequently when going out to work. Documentary 

footage, apparently shot by Thierry, supports this.  

 

5. 4 “Now is the time to get your film out” 

Banksy’s successful show Barely Legal (Los Angeles, 2006) was one of the catalysts in making street 

art a popular phenomenon, the film argues. Indeed, the organization went to great lengths to make sure 

the show was a success. Ellsworth Jones, for example, states that “As usual the show was announced 

only at the last minute, unless you were a celebrity invited to the first-night preview.”
268

 Indeed, Exit 

Through the Gift Shop shows Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, with the voice-over stating that half of 

Hollywood was present (fig. 5.6). While subsequent footage of successful auction sessions selling 

Banky and other street artists’ work sets the tone, the narrators voice states that “Barely Legal marked 

the point when street art was forced into the spotlight [...] In the months that followed, prices for work 

by leading street artists rocketed, with collectors rushing to get in on this exciting new market.”
269

 Exit 

Through the Gift Shop never hides Banksy’s close relationship to hypes and commercial success. But 

Banksy explains to have realized that it was time to show the world “the real story of what this art is 

about. It’s not about the hype. It’s not about the money.”
270

 Having recorded many street art figures, 

including Banksy, for years, it becomes Guetta’s job to bring the movement in broad daylight. 

Although he always filmed he never organised his tapes, and the film he eventually made together 

with an editor is hilariously unwatchable. The snippets the spectator gets to see of it contains more 

white noise than street art.
271

 As it turns out, Guetta is not exactly the filmmaker he claimed to be. He 

is only capturing, never watching, living his life behind a lens. He only takes and does not create 

anything. Thierry is very much an agent, affecting his family life and creating expectations from the 

artists he films, but he does not produce anything, adds no value: he is rather a parasitic agent. On a 

more abstract level, Thierry can be seen as the personification of the visually literate, pasturing images 

of pop culture, identifying himself with and through all those tropes, happy to be body-billboarding 

brand logos and others’ identities.   

  

5.5 Creating Mr. Brainwash 

When Banksy asks Guetta for the valuable tapes to give it a try ‘himself’ and sends him off with the 

suggestion to work on his own hesitant street art practice and put a show together, the film turns 

around. In the second half of the film, Guetta’s blurry bank of retinal impressions, traces and one-

liners explodes. Idolizing Banksy, he takes the suggestion far more seriously than it seems to have 

been intended. He adapts a new identity by the name of Mr. Brainwash, and starts preparing a show of 

epic proportions. He remortgages his house and hires a team of twelve studio assistants.
272

 This marks 

                                                                 
268 Ellsworth-Jones, op. cit. (2012), p. 136. 
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a turn in the narrative which renders the potential mockumentary a potential ‘prankumentary’
273

 as the 

documented events now start to produce a reality: the documentation may be manipulated and 

containing staging and enactments, still Mr. Brainwash has made an actual practice and exhibition 

independent of Exit Through the Gift Shop. 

 Guetta stops recording, and starts being recorded by an invisible camera crew – which is a 

convention of the documentary genre that Banksy conveniently appropriates. If Guetta first recorded 

his life and later street art, in his capacity of the Mr. Brainwash alter ego he reproduces it, in the sense 

of appropriating and modifying existing images and works of art. The monstrum starts creating, cross-

breeding body parts of decapitated icons, multiplying like hallucinations the hastily harvested visual 

horizon. He does not change appearance. He does not have to, as his idiosyncrasies are already striking 

enough as they are in order to instrumentalize them for his newly developed identity.  

 If Banksy’s public persona and popularity developed over various years and are maintained by 

a combination of his well-oiled secrecy apparatus and the public’s wishful believing, Mr. Brainwash’ 

reputation skyrocketed, fuelled by a highly inflammable chemical compound. One of Exit’s qualities is 

that it documents the creation of a persona from up close. Mr. Brainwash’ first work, a prelude to the 

actual transformation, is a transparent sticker with his self-portrait holding a camera, executed in a 

style mimicking a stencilled graffiti piece (fig. 5.7). Guetta explains that it is intended to look like one, 

hence the transparent background, so that the portrait seems to be executed directly on the support 

surface. He is inspired by Fairey’s method of creating importance through visibility (“The more 

stickers are out there the more important it seems, the more important it seems, the more the people 

want to know what it is, the more they ask each other. It gains real power from perceived power”
274

). 

While stickers are an efficient way of distributing the image quickly, Thierry also makes posters with 

the same image on a huge scale, making sure that they are seen when passed by. This work already 

contains many foreshadows of Mr. Brainwash practice. It appropriates an iconic style to gain access to 

the street art world, it is produced as a sticker to bypass the necessary skills that usually belong to this 

style and scene, and it objectifies self-centeredness as it portrays the gesture of filming, constitutive of 

Guetta’s perceived identity: the way he had become known to be like, as everyone who knew him, 

knew him like that. This seems congruent with Jung’s Schopenhauerian notion of persona as “how one 

appears to oneself and the world, but not what one is”,
275

 of course emphasising only that it remains 

unclear whether there is much to be found beyond the appearance (although a Freudian lecture of 

Guetta, in regard of his mother-trauma, might be interesting).  

 Where Guetta first limited his petty street art production to self-portraits-with-video-camera in 

different formats, in his capacity of Mr. Brainwash he appropriates methods as known from Andy 

Warhol’s Factory, working with a full-time staff who execute his ideas. Different crewmembers are 

interviewed, and some of them explain his working process. He browses overview books of modern 

and contemporary art history, he taking notes “in fairly bad English” , and orders his graphic designers 

and other artists to make certain combinations and apply certain effects. Anticipating (out of the blue) 

any criticism of not making his art himself, Guetta mentions Damien Hirst as “one of the most 

expensive artists of our generation”
276

 who would have a hundred people from him, and surely does 

not do fine handicraft work. “I’m not going to make it. I’m just going to come with the idea and say, 

this is what I want. And I want this, like that.”
277

 He relies heavily on the references he evokes with his 
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images: the mixture of celebrities, art-historical references (notably Warhol), well-known cartoon 

figures, and other pop-cultural tropes make him fit seamlessly in the visual idiom of the street art hype 

that he is venturing into at the right moment. It results in a practice creating large numbers of rather 

derivative, sometimes poorly executed objects. Mr. Brainwash associates himself with and positions 

his persona in relation to street art as well as to pop art. When someone asks him why the ‘Campbell 

Tomato Spray Paint’ image recurs so often, he answers: “I think it’s part of the popular culture. Andy 

Warhol is passed away. And I’m here.”
278

 Warhol may be an obvious influence, the work is especially 

inspired by Banksy, with which the resemblances are close and frequent.  

 The mannerism that characterizes Mr. Brainwash’ work is especially well captured by the way 

he uses the same approaches and tricks to modify different source images. The bar code look for 

example, that can be applied like a visual effect in Photoshop and similar software, is used to stylize 

both Mona Lisa (fig. 5.8) and an image of Miles Davis (fig. 5.9) as well as a photo of Madonna kissing 

Britney Spears at the 2003 MTV Awards (fig. 5.10). The use of the bar code could have been a parody 

of pop culture that flirts with political awareness as a selling point, reminding again of Radical Chic,
 

but Mr. Brainwash seems oblivious of that phenomenon: “When you’re really close to it, you just see 

lines. Any kind of people, they come to the market, and they see bar code. They live with it. They’re 

brainwashed. That’s why I called myself Mr. Brainwash. It’s because everything I do, somewhere 

brainwashes your face.”
279

 

 One of the most obvious acts of image building is the changing of a name. Mr. Brainwash’ 

moniker refers to a state in which one does not think for himself. Instead, one has submitted to an 

ideological figure or site that thinks on his behalf. Who is brainwashed has become inferior. He has 

motivated his pseudonym, apart from the more trivial quotation cited above, more explicitly as 

follows: “I came up with the idea that the whole movement of art is all about brainwashing. Obey is 

about brainwashing. Banksy is about brainwashing. So I use ‘MBW’ and I am Mr. Brainwash.”
280

 

Indeed it could be argued that Fairey’s and Bansky’s work raises awareness about the brainwashing 

effects of society. In Mr. Brainwash’ case it is straight out ironic: Guetta was brainwashed first by his 

camera, resulting in mindless filming whatever happened in front of him, then by street art, ceasing to 

take care of his family in order to be with the artists he idolized, and finally embracing this state of 

mindlessness, not only baptizing himself with it but also brainwashing the public with a hype around 

derivative work.  

 

5.6 Life is Beautiful 

The production has one distinct goal: to obey Bansky’s ‘direct order’ to make a show. Mr. Brainwash 

hired extra artists and props-builders to help him dress up an abandoned Hollywood CBS studio as a 

large exhibition space. He hired a promoter too, and seems to spend most of his own time on creating 

a hype. He has endorsements by Bansky and Fairey printed on huge canvasses (fig. 5.11), he gets LA 

Weekly to do a cover story on his show, and tries to attract visitors by promising the first two hundred 

people to turn up a free unique screen print.  

 When everything starts to fall behind schedule because Mr. Brainwash concentrates on 

creating a buzz while leaving the work to his crew, the customizing of two hundred prints becomes a 

problem. This is resolved in an absurd scene, with Mr. Brainwash riding in a wheelchair along the 

prints spread out on the floor while spraying a single line of aerosol paint on top of them so that each 

one is ‘different’. This act emphasizes the already heavy atmosphere of laying his authenticity on the 

table.  
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 Mr. Brainwash’ name is also reflected in the success of his hype campaign, which seems to be 

aimed completely at creating belief that something great will come. As Mauss has argued in discussing 

non-Western conceptions of personhood, names often indicated not so much an individual, rather they 

supported and produced personae, roles and functions within a community. Moreover, when a function 

changed, a name may have had to change.
281

 Similarly, creating a hype in Western communities 

certainly is easier with an iconic trademark name. Banksy’s and Fairey’s celebrity names written under 

their endorsements of Mr. Brainwash as fixed to the facade of the show’s location suggest as much.  

 The hype pays off and the June 2008 show titled Life is Beautiful attracts more than 7.000 

people who do not really know the work or the artists at all yet.
282

 The show is a major commercial 

success, catapulting Mr. Brainwash’ fame. In the final scenes of the film, Banksy and Fairey are 

distancing themselves from Mr. Brainwash and his project, characterizing it as meaningless 

(Bansky)
283

 and premature (Fairey)
284

. The discomfort one feels when watching their reactions seems 

to stem from a combination of a discrepancy in artistic views and a mild case of envy, and recalls the 

“moral in there somewhere” Banksy mentioned in the opening scene.
285

 His disappointment about the 

practice of Mr. Brainwash, around which his entire film pivots, gives a sense of the critical aims of the 

film. “He is kind of the rightful heir to Andy Warhol in a way. Andy Warhol made a statement by 

repeating famous icons until they became meaningless, but he was extremely iconic in the way that he 

did it. But then Thierry really made them meaningless.”
286

 This is a lecture of Warhol’s work telling of 

Banksy’s aesthetics, pointing at the critical potential of repetition and being iconic. Although he could 

not mention Warhol’s name without sneering, Banksy’s suggestion that Warhol demonstrated fame to 

be meaningless attributes to Warhol the potential of democratization and inflation of fame through the 

use of stylized images. One could speculate that Banksy projects his own aesthetic position (of making 

art that attempts to speak directly to the people and make them think differently, ‘brainwash’, perhaps) 

on Warhol’s praxis. In Banksy’s case, this positions Warhol’s influence on the same level of the 

legacy of graffiti as a praxis of repetition, to which Banksy added the appropriation of the iconic visual 

style of stencilling. His criticism at Mr. Brainwash’ address in this respect, then, is that the latter 

appropriated the style of Warhol – as well as of his own, and of many sources from popular culture, 

arguably – purely as a surface, without adding anything.  

 But when observing the edit of these scenes, the tendency of the critique goes much further. 

Everything, notably Mr. Brainwash’ statements, is framed as commercial and unauthentic. The 

disputable commercialism was already prefigured by Guetta earning lots of money with second hand 

clothes, reframing them as ‘designer’s’ and adding value on basis of almost nothing. Since it is equally 

easy to have success without own ideas or skills in the art world, as Exit Through the Gift Shop 

demonstrates, this former occupation prefigures Thierry’s transformation of a personification of a 

general superficiality and routinely unmotivated acceptance into the persona of Mr. Brainwash, a 

commercial artist who inherits those traits. The questioning of Guetta’s/Mr. Brainwash’ identity, 

ubiquitous since the film came out, seems to have been a reason for making the film in the first place. 

Still, the question whether Mr. Brainwash is ‘real’ or not has not stopped collectors from buying his 
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work for significant sums, and gave his lack of identity a real underpinning. Ironically, addressing this 

theme is one of the film’s main preoccupations. However obvious the deception, people buy all of this, 

the film seems to say. 

 The irony of Mr. Brainwash lies in him existing and proliferating as a natural artist while the 

reality of that very existence is doubted. It becomes obvious, then, that his pseudonym may serve 

mainly to reflect this irony: Mr. Brainwash may appear brainwashed himself, but asserts all the more 

of people’s tendency to somehow like being brainwashed. The effectiveness of the personification as a 

whole, then, seems too good to be true.
287

 

  

5.7 The scheme unveiled 

Much has been written on the possibility of Exit Through the Gift Shop being a mockumentary, a fake, 

staged concept where Mr. Brainwash is an actor, directed by Banksy and/or Shepard Fairey.
288

 Will 

Ellsworth-Jones makes a good case in demonstrating that the core of the film is true. Having met a 

range of people who have worked on the show, know Guetta or are not directly related to anything that 

has to do with the film, he shows it is plausible that Thierry’s past is more or less real.
 289

 However, 

Banksy is such an unreliable source, known for witty practical jokes that it makes sense to suppose 

that any statement, even when not officially by ‘Banksy’ could be part of the conundrum. The film’s 

unresolved ambiguity is partly explained by the target audience. Arguably, Banksy’s aesthetics include 

puzzling the average street art consumer up until the point of insatiable fascination. But right before 

the 2011 Academy Awards, Los Angeles Times tracked Guetta down. On basis of public records and 

accounts of past and present friends, employees and business partners, Jason Felch finds his entire 

biography as laid out in Exit Through the Gift Shop is true.
290

 But he hurries to admit that nothing is 

sure regarding Mr. Brainwash. That seems true. How does the film use him?  

 

Exit Through the Gift Shop’s editing is extremely important because it veils and remains relatively 

invisible. Yet simply by asking ‘who is filming this?’ the spectator gets an insight in the authenticity 

of the film and the acting involved. The narrative makes quite explicit that Mr. Brainwash’ success 

was unforeseen and undesired by Banksy and Fairey.
291

 But when the film follows Mr. Brainwash 

setting up his art practice, cameras are there to register all his moves. While there is a lot of attention 

for Guetta’s camera addiction in the first part of the film, there is no mentioning of him hiring a film 

crew to do his habitual filming for him so that he could concentrate on his art. This concealment 

blatantly suggests that it is a film crew related to the present film, a Banksy-directed crew, that records 

all this. Ellsworth-Jones asserts that Life is Beautiful was produced by the same producer of Banksy’s 

exhibition Barely Legal two years before in Los Angeles, Daniel Salin (who is not mentioned in the 

film, another instance of concealment), suggesting that Banksy was at the core of the project. Jamie 

D’Cruz, one of Exit Through the Gift Shop ‘s producers, said: “To make a film about something as 

obscure as street art you need the guy. You need the character. Thierry was a brilliant cipher through 

                                                                 
287 This is recognized by critics. See for instance: Nick Schager, ‘Exit Through the Gift Shop’, Slant Magazine, April 12, 
2010, accessed through: http://www.slantmagazine.com/film/review/exit-through-the-gift-shop, on 3 August 2014. 
288 Fairly each review has considered this. For instance: Battersby, op. cit. (2010), Anthony, op. cit. (2014), Catsoulis, op. cit. 

(2010).  
289 Ellsworth-Jones, op. cit. (2012), pp. 269-283. 
290 Jason Felch, ‘Getting at the truth of Exit Through the Gift Shop’, Los Angeles Times, February 22, 2011. Accessed 
through: http://articles.latimes.com/print/2011/feb/22/entertainment/la-et-oscar-exit-20110222, on 4 June 2014.  
291 For example, when Banksy explains that he had meant his encouragement to Guetta only on a small scale: “I needed him 

out of the way, so I said: why don’t you go do some more of your posters, make some art, you know. Have a little show. 

Invite a few people, get some bottles of wine.” (55min50) And ‘6 months later’, the narrator brings the spectator up to speed: 

“When Banksy had suggested to Thierry that he make some art, he could have never imagined how far things would go. 
Thierry had now remortgaged his business, and sold off whatever he could to invest in a huge studio, screen printing 

equipment, and a full time staff, capable of producing MBW pieces on a commercial scale.” (58min20)  

http://www.slantmagazine.com/film/review/exit-through-the-gift-shop
http://articles.latimes.com/print/2011/feb/22/entertainment/la-et-oscar-exit-20110222
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which you can get into a world which is actually quite dull in many ways.”
292

 It seems then, that 

Banksy scripted, or at least already foresaw, the potential of Guetta’s transformation in the street art 

persona Mr. Brainwash. But the most convincing statement comes from Banksy. In an e-mail 

interview he said about Guetta: “I needed the film to be fronted by a personality the audience could 

engage with.”
293

 A last example of concealing is the inclusion of a section in the end credits with short 

descriptions of the protagonists’ ‘current’ activities – not so much a convention of the documentary 

genre as one of Hollywood films ‘based on true events’. Banksy’s line states: “Banksy will never 

again help anyone make a documentary about street art”, as if the makers themselves started to be 

confused about the plot.  

 Mr. Brainwash’ art practice, therefore, could be considered to be conceived at least partly by 

Banksy. And if he as well as his crew is part of the scheme, this almost certainly implies that Mr. 

Brainwash is an enactment. By way of agreement they do not discuss this, even if he wilfully 

subordinates himself to the tendency of Banksy’s critique of the commercial potential of street art. At 

the same time, Banksy’s involvement in Mr. Brainwash makes the latter’s conviction that his art 

practice is serious and worthwhile suggestive of the possibility that not only the general public is 

watching a ‘prankumentary’, but that he is its oblivious victim rather than its lynchpin. This rather 

strong possibility of a scheme reinforces the notion of Banksy enacting a strategic character that 

feigns, suggests and veils the so-called documentary background in order to demonstrate Mr. 

Brainwash’ (and street art’s) weaknesses. What does this imply for Mr. Brainwash’ mode of 

performance?  

 The probability of a scheme implies that an ambiguity is added to Guetta’s already weird and 

hard-to-believe behaviour. Although Ellsworth-Jones makes a convincing case that the way Guetta is 

depicted is authentic, the circumstance that Banksy’s performance persona enacts a strategic character 

for the sake of the narrative makes it even more thinkable that also Mr. Brainwash is secretly up to 

something. For example, when asserting that “I feel good. I feel good as a Artist, to have a reputation, 

now. You know, an artist is not a guy that you see in one show and you can decide who it is or if he 

copies Banksy or if he copies Shepard Fairey or if he copies... It is about time. You’ll see in the time 

who I will be. Because, with time you will see my creativity. You will see if I am a real artist or 

not.”
294

  

 Mr. Brainwash’ performance is not only an enactment, but as Guetta’s natural self is more or 

less remained intact, he also a reflection of conditions of the street art world functions as emblem of 

performative operations that affect Banksy’s work. It seems sufficiently clear that Guetta and Mr. 

Brainwash, as perfect antipodes to Banksy, are used as a form of delegated performance. The way “the 

audience could engage with” them likely has to do with the fact that they represent a superficial Other 

that hard core street art adepts would call sell-outs. In that respect, it makes perfect sense if also the 

name Mr. Brainwash was invented by Banksy. 

 

5.8 Personae and critique reconsidered 

When systematically reconstructing Mr. Brainwash’ persona, Mauss immediately comes to mind. 

There is a strong convergence of natural identity and artificiality in the sense that he changed his name 

in order to obtain a new identity, and started to work as an artist apparently with the help of others that 

is concealed in the narrative of the film, but in essence seems to remain the same individual. On one 

hand this artificiality appears as an activity rather than an act. In that respect, his vocation as initiated 

                                                                 
292 Jamie D’Cruz cited in Ellsworth-Jones, op. cit. (2012), p. 277. 
293 Banksy in an email interview with AJ Schnack, ‘Banksy (Yes, Banksy) on Thierry , EXIT Skepticism & Documentary 

Filmmaking as Punk’, blog: All These Wonderful Things, accessed through: 

http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-documentary-filmmaking-as-
punk.html, on 4 June, 2014. 
294 Guetta in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 1h20min11. 

http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-documentary-filmmaking-as-punk.html
http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-documentary-filmmaking-as-punk.html
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by Banksy’s call that he misunderstood as “become a street artist”, points to Jung’s notion of the 

professional persona as well as Daston and Sibum’s transformative figure: a recognisable public 

image that the subject desires to subscribe to, and in a way become. Guetta badly wanted to be a street 

artist. If one looks at his art, it could even be assumed he wanted to be Warhol and Banksy. On the 

other hand, Mr. Brainwash’ indeterminacy enables the possibility of an actual theatrical enactment, 

which Mauss does not explicate. So the structure of this Maussian persona remains opaque, and in that 

sense, Mr. Brainwash’ role is too theatrically compromised to consider him a literal instance of Jung’s 

and Daston and Sibum’s abovementioned concepts.  

 Also Rosenthal’s notion of “fabrication that corresponds to what you want to project from 

within yourself”
295

 rings true, although that projection may be attended to less by Guetta himself than 

by Banksy and Fairey, and maybe even D’Cruz, when one thinks back of the latter’s assertion that one 

“needs the character” to perform a story on street art. Mr. Brainwash may seem confident, but he does 

not convince as an artist, maybe because “It is you and yet not you – a part of you but not the whole. It 

is not a lie but neither the full truth”
296

 – it is simply too plausible that he is the product of a hype 

instigated by Banksy and Fairey, and possibly others. Mr. Brainwash’ artisthood, also if candid, 

depends more than anything on what could perfectly be called a Maussian public persona constructed 

by Banksy and co, and seemingly artificially enacted around a more natural identity. Curiously, 

parallels can also be drawn to Mauss’ mentioning of the Roman cognomen and imago: Guetta has 

related and almost dedicated his Mr. Brainwash’ name to the core interests of his respected spiritual 

fathers as if it were a honorary and inherited pseudonym (maybe they indeed gave it to him), and his 

practice could easily be considered a mould of the appearance, the wax mask, of the same precursors.  

 In Auslander’s terms, it seems possible to designate the entire presence of Guetta as a 

performance persona, with Mr. Brainwash as a sort of song character. The reason this may feel slightly 

counterintuitive is of course shaped by the impossibility to tell ‘public’ from ‘performance’ modes 

here. Guetta did not change so much, nor does he change back. Mr. Brainwash can be seen as a layer 

covering Guetta that is transparent but does never leave.
297

 The difficulty in relating Mr. Brainwash to 

Auslander’s performance persona (which has been easy in the case of the other discussed personae) 

has to do with the fact that the exact mode of performance is not clear. This ambiguity remains: a large 

part of the footage in Exit Through the Gift Shop maintains a strong sense of candid documentation, 

and yet the documentation of public appearances seems like unconscious or unconscious performance.   

 Since Guetta does not position himself critically to any of his or other’s actions, it is safe to 

say that a Brechtian demonstrative actorship does not apply. On a different level, there is a very 

Brechtian act implied by Mr. Brainwash, to which I will return when discussing Banksy’s persona.  

 Thinking back of Buchloh’s mentioning of Beuys’ transformation into a public persona, it is 

easy to see that Mr. Brainwash’ artistry fully depends on his public persona created as “a travesty of 

the role” (to echo Buchloh’s words) of a pop artist or street artist, a popularly acclaimed figure who 

makes art that is accessible for all.  

 

Like Schlingensief’s asylum seeker personae, who derived their critical potential not from 

demonstration but from their susceptibility to interpretation à volonté as well as from any 

                                                                 
295 Rosenthal cited in Lampe, op. cit. (2002), pp. 296-7.  
296 Ibid.  
297 Auslander, op. cit. (2004), p. 7: “Bowie has constructed a number of other identities for himself over the course of his 

career, many of which have names of their own: Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane, The Thin White Duke, etc. It is not entirely 

clear whether it makes most sense to see these named entities as characters Bowie plays and the Bowie identity as the 

persona that remains constant across these representations, or to see them as transformations of the Bowie persona itself. 

Because Ziggy Stardust and the others figure primarily as characters in songs, and also because the Bowie persona is that of a 
performer who can transform himself completely at a moment’s notice, I would argue for the former analysis, though the 

other argument is credible.” This would support interpreting Mr. Brainwash and Guetta as two different personae. 



79 

 

Selbstprovokation by the public, Mr. Brainwash testifies to the possibility that a persona’s critical 

indeterminacy can outlaw his or her actions and image. This allows over-identification of perverse 

phenomena – or the appropriation of commonplaces in general – to constitute the risk of inverting 

Butler’s reading of Foucault’s critique as the questioning “how not to be governed like that, by that, in 

the name of those principles”
298

 into propaganda as suggesting how one could be governed and make 

its ‘principles’ appear attractive. Titles and names are especially striking in this respect. The name of 

Fairey’s clothing brand Obey, for example, seems to glorify authority itself and attack (or mock) it at 

the same time. Exit Through the Gift Shop’s title, too, suggests a deterring exemplum in a critique of 

the commercial dimensions of art, but never quite manages to avoid overtones of hypocrisy. But Mr. 

Brainwash especially embodies such faux criticality. Although he explicitly relates of his awareness of 

the way we are “living in barcodes” his almost perverse commercialism is toothless.  

  

Both Guetta and Mr. Brainwash also testify of social conditions, or at least tendencies, that are 

thematically central to the critique of Exit Through the Gift Shop. The superficiality, commerciality 

and lack of authenticity of the persona and the character seem symbolical, all the more so as these are 

themes that Banksy deals with. Works as the forged Lady Diana bank notes discussed above or I Can’t 

Believe You Morons Actually Buy This Shit (fig. 5.12) both circle around such notions. Guetta and Mr. 

Brainwash could be considered to reflect the performative effects especially of commerciality, notably 

in the arts. Guetta can be considered a symbol of vacuous and unreflective registration of reality, Mr. 

Brainwash one of mindless and habitual reproduction. As filming turns into being filmed, Guetta 

becomes worth of reproduction. In the film Mr. Brainwash can be considered to be a reproduction of 

Banksy. Thus, Guetta seems to embody Mr. Brainwash as a delegated performance with which 

Banksy can demonstrate the problems surrounding certain conditions in the (street) art world.  

 

The provisional reading of Banksy’s persona as offered above demands a reinterpretation. What we 

witness as Banksy is a performance persona in Auslander’s mode, enacting a character that informs 

the film’s narrative. It critically discusses the depicted events, be they documentary or staged. They 

are certainly heavily edited to be the direct object of the film’s criticism. What I referred to above as 

Banksy’s strategic, narrative-based character, a mask that stands apart from his staging as street art 

persona, should actually be seen on the level of the film as a whole: a mask performing the direct 

critical narrative, hiding his continuous involvement and very probably even instigation of the entire 

practice. If Exit Through the Gift Shop is a critique, it is very much a practice. But this structure, 

however interesting on the level of characterization, is not the real critique at play.  

 Banksy’s persona is also the representation of the creators of the present film and of the 

creation of Mr. Brainwash, the artist persona with whom authenticity and commercialism in the art 

world is questioned. But his explanation that the anticipated street art documentary by Guetta was 

necessary to show the world “the real story of what this art is about. It’s not about the hype. It’s not 

about the money”, sounded unreliable already in 2010.
299

 Banksy has been running his online store 

Pictures on Walls selling his art since 2004.
300

 Will Ellsworth-Jones shows that Banksy had been 

building his image and fame through hyped events. His 2008 exhibition Barely Legal, for instance, 

was “all valet parking and limos and Hollywood royalty” and allegedly brought him £3 million and 

American fame, but also established an almost commonplace relation to Angelina Jolie, Brat Pitt, and 

                                                                 
298 Butler, op. cit. (2001), np.  
299 Banksy in Exit Through the Gift Shop, 51min50. 
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Christina Aguilera buying his work.
301

 In the New Yorker, critic Anthony Lane said Exit Through the 

Gift Shop “feels dangerously close to the promotion of a cult – almost, dare one say it, of a brand.”
302

 

 It is possible that Banksy’s dismissal of vacuous commercialism is honest and sound, and that 

his way of generating hypes around his work has to do with visibility rather than with money. Still, 

hype and commerce go hand in hand. One of the curious circumstances in the reception of Exit 

Through the Gift Shop is that recognising that it is fairly admissive of Banksy’s participation in 

commercial art production is not a standard aspect of analysis, to say the least. Certainly, using Mr. 

Brainwash as a target for a commercial mentality is more prominent, but Banksy constantly evokes 

suspicion as to his share in this. The large, commercial scale of the production and distribution itself, 

the hype of Barely Legal that the film clearly shows and the subsequent success of Banksy’s work as a 

commodity of which he does not pose as a victim, and Mr. Brainwash as a grotesque copy of Banksy 

essentially doing the same things, are overt examples. In other words, Banksy’s complicity in what 

Exit Through the Gift Shop criticizes is never hidden, rather it is pushed to the point where it is 

impossible not to speculate the he is the actual elephant in the room, explicated up to the point of 

immediate recognition, but implicit and still not recognized. Exit Through the Gift Shop’s modus 

operandi, then, could be described as revealing through concealing.  

 

5.9 Conclusion 

Mr. Brainwash’ complacency, derivative practice, and various layers of manipulation on behalf of the 

narrative and the edit demonstrate that a pop-cultural project involving the creation of Mr. Brainwash 

as well as Exit Through the Gift Shop itself can be a complex instrument to analyse and corrupt the 

creation and reception of art, street artists, and identities in general. On a thematic level, the film 

frames an alleged clash between street art’s traditional notions (as an evolution from the graffiti 

movement it presupposes authenticity, anti-authoritarianism, competition for visibility and, as an art 

form, creativity, originality and artistic skill) and the wave of commercial opportunities, practices and 

applications that rendered street art mainstream as a style, as a trope, as a ‘culture’. Banksy and 

Thierry/Mr. Brainwash personify the thesis and the antithesis in a dialectics of street art. Together they 

form a more convincing representation of the different contradictory characteristics of the street art 

scene.  

 When observing the dynamics between the narrative unrolling Guetta’s life story and Banksy 

commenting on it, it is worthwhile to think of the Brechtian epic actor demonstrating a social 

awareness while he enacts a character. Obviously, Guetta is not an enactment by Banksy, but they 

represent, through internalized roles and the external sign system of staging, two sides of the same 

coin, enabling one to understand both of them better but also to understand their common context and 

background. 

  Exit Through the Gift Shop as a whole then, could be said to be a critique of the fundaments of 

street art. It questions both the romantic streetwise qualities of the genre as derived from the graffiti 

tradition and the opportunistic commercialism through which it has gained its recent popularity. It 

questions street art’s power on its discourses of truth (to echo Foucault’s “question truth on its effects 

of power and question power on its discourses of truth”
303

). The film presents a commentary on pop-

cultural social mechanisms and modes of creation through the intermediaries of its lead personae. For 

the issues it raises, it does not really matter whether Exit Through the Gift Shop documents staged or 

natural events; or rather, it is beside the point: the film and its project demonstrate that even though it 

is uncertain whether something is real, it can become a reality by gaining a following, experiencing 
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commercial success, and proliferating its activities. 

 Exit Through the Gift Shop is a film that encapsulates all three modes of performance as 

explicated in the theoretical framework. In this case they can be more precisely be identified as the 

enactment of characters, the conscious and unconscious embodiment of social and public roles, and 

the presentation of subjects and phenomena as conditioned and scripted by certain ideological and 

normative conventions. As a documentation, it is opaque. It cannot always be distinguished whether a 

figure is documented in a natural mode with specific attention for his or her social role and public 

image, or ‘documented’ enacting that social role and public image as a character. My latter use of 

‘documented’ is justified since this happens often in a situation that is part of everyday reality that is 

unlikely to be staged, directed, and enacted entirely. This relates to the protagonists’ ambiguous 

naturalness as noted above.  
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Conclusion 

 

In the conclusion of this thesis , I will first answer its research question by recapitulating each case 

study and structuring the observed mechanisms. Then, I will elaborate on a number of observations on 

the modes of personae in relation to various theoretical and conceptual notions. Finally, I will offer a 

more specific framework of understanding of persona in relation to performance as critique.  

 

How are personae used in performance as critique? 

Turning to this study’s initial research question, in basis of the discussed cases we can discern a 

number of ways in which personae are used in performance as critique.  

 

Bitte liebt Österreich 

In the first case study we saw how Schlingensief employs numerous enactments in different situations, 

held together and veiled by the continuity of his public persona. Both his persona as part of the 

performance and his persona in general public appearances are donned with more and less explicit 

characters. Explicitly, for example, when enacting modes of over-identification, and implicitly, for 

example, when in an animated discussion with antagonist politicians. Schlingensief sometimes makes 

this moving back and forth between modes of performance obvious, for example in a Brechtian ‘epic’ 

demonstration of his appropriations of his objects of critique. It seems plausible that such enactments 

in turn help shaping a public persona – whether in a one-to-one-relation (reputation of someone who 

brings left-wing figures together) or after decoding the act (reputation of provocateur). The feedback 

loop of performativity that I predicted in the theoretical framework in relation to Butler’s conviction – 

that there always is a way out of performative determination – seems to appear here rather as the 

progressive reciprocity of a feedback loop of performance: the repetition of single acts establish a 

public persona, to which the subject will subscribe but can break with or elaborate on as well.  

 These forms of performance, always in a public context, indicate that a distinction between 

on-stage and off-stage does not apply here: also outside of the formal parameters of the performance, 

Schlingensief performs as if it was a part of it. In Bitte liebt Österreich there seems to be no difference 

between Schlingensief’s public persona and his performance persona.  

 The collective persona of the asylum seekers in Bitte liebt Österreich function as 

personifications of xenophobia in an allegorical critique of repression, where their simultaneous 

enactment of being repressed, embodiment of being Other as perceived and enforced by the spectator, 

and indicating performative oppression relates the notions of the persona in critique to the possibility 

of all three modes of performance to allegorical personification. 

 

Episode III: Enjoy Poverty  

Martens’ performance persona is an allegory of his entire critique, dynamically developing through 

related but different characters enacting a variety of aspects of the issues as he reveals them. Where 

Schlingensief refused to stage the general public aesthetically and instead chose to offer them a real 

stage to come to terms with his disrupting contradictions, Martens needs to act on behalf of his 

audience. This is necessary because his own medium, visual representation, is a major target: it has not 

only lost all its potential for change, it even disguises its very instrumentalization of preventing 

change. While it is Martens’ performance persona that takes action, the borderline between performer 

and characters has been replaced with that very persona, through which there does not convincingly 

appear any ‘real person’.  

 Buchloh’s notion of an artist performing the role of an enacted artist strikes in this context: 

while Beuys performed the artist as a shaman, a spectacular travesty according to Buchloh, Martens 

demonstrates precisely the existing travesty of the Western artist who operates as a colonialist 
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entrepreneur. I suggested that Martens’ public persona has appropriated some of these enactments, 

maybe his public appearances benefitted from a bit of performance. On the other hand, such 

expressions may be considered facets and fragments à la Rosenthal, that Martens has taken ‘from 

within himself’ to elaborate on. In the context of critique and forms of over-identification this would 

be interesting: the creation of a persona could be motivated by a need to come to terms with “an 

authority that poses as an absolute” (Butler) – by a desire “to question truth on its effects of power and 

question power on its discourses of truth” (Foucault) – even though the subject itself is already 

irreversibly conditioned and shaped by that authority. Therefore, one could assume, Martens stages 

and embodies a critique instead of practicing critique, as that could amount to hypocrisy. His 

performance persona with its characters seems fairly close to Mauss’ ‘Roman’ public persona of a 

natural identity sporting a number of artificialities.   

 The only agent Martens does not personify is the victim of his object of critique: the visible 

but unknown Congolese semi-slaves, a collective persona of subjects that in Enjoy Poverty are 

practically deprived of their subjectivity. Not only objectified, but also seemingly never enacting, they 

do not immediately come across as personae. Still they are immediately recognisable in Daston & 

Sibum’s notion of “culturally recognisable types” and as a “a cultural identity that simultaneously 

shapes the individual in body and mind and creates a collective with a shared and recognizable 

physiognomy.” Daston & Sibum’s conception of persona as an abstract figure (as opposed to one 

based in a singular subject) points at the Congolese’s collective persona as a public image. Not one 

they appropriated (as Daston and Sibum’s vehicle for transformativity), but one they were born with.  

  

Exit Through the Gift Shop 

Banksy was a public persona already before Exit Through the Gift Shop gave him a visual appearance, 

and before his real name was reveal in 2008. Banksy testifies of the possibility of understanding a 

persona as an image that can be carefully constructed, and does not need the stable basis of a natural 

identity. The name and the public image suffice. That public persona can also function as a front for a 

totally different natural identity, such as a team that operates almost as an art collective. The Banksy 

that can be seen in the film, then, is a performance persona in Auslander’s terms, that is suggestive of 

a subject but enacts a rhetorical character as well. The staging is easily leading the spectator to 

perceive Banksy as an authentic artisanal artist with firm roots in the underground world of graffiti. It 

is, in the terminology of the conceptual framework, a transformative figure (Daston and Sibum) and a 

professional persona (Jung).  

 The artificial character, however, serves to restrain the spectator from thinking otherwise by 

demonstrating Mr. Brainwash to be an inauthentic commercial and superficial excess of the art world. 

It is not hard to see, however, that this negates Banksy’s reality as a successful self-marketer who does 

not fear commercial profit. Banksy’s performance persona in Exit Through the Gift Shop as a 

personification of all classic conventions of street art and graffiti is more or less half of the story. The 

other half is Mr. Brainwash, a stret art persona developed and constructed out of Thierry Guetta.  

 Like Martens’ half-time transformation, Guetta’s promotion to the realm of reproductions 

indicates the simultaneous incarnation of two modes of acting and congruently, two modes of 

performance. At first, the film documents a seemingly scripted performance of a subject who 

embodies a personification of superficiality, an image parasite (but including his personal background, 

creating a subject). This figure already seems to formalize the ambiguity of Mauss’ historiographical 

persona. Then, the actor-subject becomes a public figure, generating the reality of a live experience 

that is believed to be filled with reproductions, but real. Guetta may be a funny man, but he is 

convincingly proven as an existing subject, with striking details that are allegedly sincere features – 

the French accent, the Hollywood monologue intonation – but can easily be interpreted as artificially 

exacerbated as well. His affected behaviour only adds to the validity of thinking of Guetta in terms of 
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Mauss’ public persona, documented in Exit Through the Gift Shop. But Guetta can also be seen as a 

performance persona in Auslander’s sense, with Mr. Brainwash as strongly staged but barely enacted 

character. Mr. Brainwash can be considered a public image per se, propelled first by Banksy’s and 

Fairey’s endorsements, then by his show, and then by the film. Mr. Brainwash is theatrical not only in 

the sense that it is enacted and directed, but also that it forms a vehicle of signification for Banksy’s 

agenda, appropriating commonplaces as perverse forms of over-identification or, perhaps, a middle 

class take on radical chic. Mr. Brainwash as well as his work function as objects in Banksy’s scheme, 

while still closely connected to the natural subject of Guetta. 

 

On basis of these case studies, what can be said about the mechanisms at play? 

 

Public stage, public performance 

In the discussed works, the distinction between modes of performance is often difficult to discern. 

There are contextual ambiguities (it is unknown whether the asylum seekers are actually asylum 

seekers, Mr. Brainwash feigns autonomy), performances are in public space (Schlingensief’s 

performance is full of enactments around a more natural presence and his performance continues, Mr. 

Brainwash runs around obliviously through his exhibition warehouse just like he is running around on 

Sunset Boulevard filming celebrities), aesthetic objects frame performances that take place in 

everyday reality (and Martens is neither fully an enactment nor fully himself), public appearances of 

subjects without an artistic background amount to the more or less conscious enactment of a role 

(Unterrainer embodies her role as defender of Austrian pride against the German artist intruder as if it 

were a performance), public personae may be considered a performance persona if public appearances 

demand a certain behaviour (which renders every act potentially performance, especially when 

regarded with a mode of theatricality).  

 These curious conflations of performance and natural action necessitate unconventional stages. 

They can partly be understood with Röttger’s notion of the intervention as elaborated on above in the 

context of Bitte liebt Österreich, staged as spatio-temporal interruption in the continuous flux of a 

status quo. Interventions such as these require a minimal amount of organisation and usually allow for 

interaction by non-performers, enabling transposition of performance modes. They are neither fully 

aesthetic nor entirely non-aesthetic. This double negation invokes Schechner’s ‘not–not not’ quality 

according to which each successfully performing actor necessarily refuses to be purely subject as well 

as purely character (and relates to Rosenthal’s description of a performance persona as “you and yet 

not you – a part of you but not the whole [...] not a lie but neither the full truth”). The stages of these 

interventions, in other words, seem to have the same qualities as the personae that animate them. 

Together, they allow critique to take place as a performance praxis that demonstrates the repressed but 

performative ideology of invested truths in its everyday site of signification.  

 Enjoy Poverty and Exit Through the Gift Shop as films do not provide a space for the spectator 

to intervene. Rather, they show an intervention taking place in sites that are sometimes staged and 

sometimes open. A similar performance praxis of critique can take place there, but with the important 

difference that they are finalized aesthetic objects where the narrative and the direction of the critique 

is in the hands of the makers. If the definition of critique is “the movement by which the subject gives 

himself the right to question truth on its effects of power and question power on its discourses of truth” 

(Foucault), these films are the scripted versions of these practices of questioning, that do not refrain 

from beginning to answer. These scripted, dramaturgic stages showing interventions in the status quo 

expose personae that function by definition at least partly as a character in them. Therefore passers-by 

and other non-enacted subjects may become part of the interruption of the status quo in the way that 

the artist decides. This is a form of delegated performance that may occur unconsciously, and not 
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enacted, yet part of a script (the Congolese in Enjoy Poverty, or the visitors of Mr. Brainwash’ show 

who get dismissed in the film by Fairey as ‘suckers’ for buying it).  

 What a persona allows the artist, then, is the intervention of the artist as artist and as subject in 

everyday reality, which remains at least partly a non-aesthetic context. 

 

The artist as public persona 

In relation to these personae, it is telling that Buchloh came to his expressions about the performed 

spectacle of the artist as a public persona specifically in relation to Beuys. For it are the instances in 

which the artist engaged in the public sphere (Buchloh specifically mentions Beuys proposal for a 

monument mourning the Holocaust) without leaving his public persona as an artist behind, that 

particularly disturb him.
304

 While Buchloh was of course not in favour of the “public performance of 

the role of the artist” he may have touched upon a mode of performance art that produces meaning 

through the persona of the artist inside and outside of aesthetic frameworks.
305

 The performance 

personae in the case studies of this thesis all publically perform the role of the artist as a parody of 

appropriated roles. As with Beuys (“travesty of the role of the redeemer or as a travesty of the Führer 

and the leader, the hero, the cult figure, the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past”), 

these are related to an appropriation of roles that is sometimes a critical enactment and sometimes 

reflective of one’s perceived or desired identity (which reminds of Rosenthal’s persona as a fragment 

taken from the self to elaborate on, as well as the persona as transformative figure, like Jung’s and 

Daston and Sibum’s, but also remind of Butler’s performativity).  

 A mechanism that occurs often in the case studies is directly related to this: the appropriation 

of modes and attributes of social phenomena by the artist. In so doing, a personification is realized that 

is often critical (Fraser, asylum seekers, Martens) but may also be transformative (Bansky and Guetta 

enacting and being staged as the professional personae that they aspire, and in a way become them). 

What is more, in this mode of performance the artist’s selfhood is often still very present, and as such, 

the persona is representative not only of a larger social phenomenon, but also present as him or 

herself. In a number of cases such a double function strikes. Martens’ performance is especially telling 

in this respect, as he does not only testify of this in Enjoy Poverty but also embodies various 

personifications while speaking publically. Also Schlingensief’s asylum seekers (and maybe even 

Unterrainer), the Congolese in Enjoy Poverty, are actor-subjects (collective persona or not) that are (an 

image of) ‘self’ and an image of a larger social group or represent a wider tendency in society. In a 

way, Fischer-Lichte’s semiotic approach to theatre and theatricality opened up this possibility. She 

considered the actor as well as “the human being and its total environment” to be vehicles of 

signification: “First, since theatre produces signs using heterogeneous material which can, in principle, 

be identical to the material of any cultural system, the human being and its total environment may 

function as theatrical signs in their specific material quality.”
306

  

 There is another way for personae of relating to the object of critique. The Brechtian epic actor 

demonstrating and commenting on his enacted character is a classic critical mode of performance. 

Although Schlingensief’s enactments mingle with his persona just like the other discussed personae, 

he is the only one who also performs a Brechtian mode, demonstrating his character. This might have 

to do with the fact that the other personae are more rigidly performance personae, and more 

necessarily have to stay in character. Martens’ persona enacts his characters without reflecting or 

commenting on them explicitly. Banksy and Guetta are a duality of sorts that together perform a 

                                                                 
304 Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), p. 88.  
305 “To what extent Beuys needed to publically perform the role of the artist as a travesty of the role of the redeemer or as a 

travesty of the Führer and the leader, the hero, the cult figure, the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past, 

becomes instantly evident if one compares other artists of his generation who disappear completely behind their work and 
whose work publically defies the transformation of the artist into the so-called public persona.” Ibid., pp. 88-9. 
306 Fischer-Lichte, op. cit. (1995), p. 87. 
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critique of street art, dialectically questioning whether commercialism and being derivative are 

acceptable or questionable powers governing street art. 

 

‘Real person’ 

I already mentioned that Schlingensief’s enactments seem to help shape his public persona. This 

recalls Judith Butler’s ‘no doer behind the deed’. In Gender Trouble (1990), Butler wrote: “My 

argument is that there need not be a ‘doer behind the deed’, but that the ‘doer’ is variably constructed 

in and through the deed. [...] It is precisely the discursively variable construction of each in and 

through the other that has interested me here.”
307

 In that sense, Schlingensief’s persona is shaped 

through interaction with his public environment. That the general public has a share in the construction 

of someone’s public persona seems obvious, but Butler goes one step further: a subject’s agency never 

escapes the performativity of discourse, so also Schlingensief’s nearly activist capacity is a creation of 

discourse. Butler hurries to add that the presumption is false “that to be constituted by discourse is to 

be determined by discourse, where determination forecloses the possibility of agency.”
308

  

 This points to the possibility that there indeed does exist such a thing as Jung’s 

Schopenhauerian notion of persona as “how one appears to oneself and the world, but not what one is” 

and that the ‘real person’ behind the performance persona as Auslander has conceptualised it remains 

unknowable precisely because it is constantly renewed in reflection of the performative power of 

everyday governance. 

 

The persona allows for directly experienced enactment as ‘self’ 

Auslander located his theory of the persona in contemporary (pop) music culture rather than in 

performance in general, or in the realms of theatre or cinema. While also there, one could distinguish a 

character from the actor, of whom one could in turn differentiate a performance persona and a public 

persona with a continuity that recalls Jameson’s analogon from a presupposed ‘real person’ behind the 

image. Auslander’s use of the term in relation to Brecht in a different context, however, offers a clue 

for the reason why persona specifically fits within music performance. According to Brechtian epic 

acting, the audience must recognize the actor as well as the character, simultaneously but separately. 

However, the epic actor is only ostensibly the ‘real person’ enacting the role, for he has internalized an 

artificially developed insight. The relation to Auslander’s (pop) music persona can easily be read in his 

explanation of the stage presence of the Brechtian persona: “in order that the actor’s commentary on 

the character be meaningful to the audience, the actor must be present as herself as well as in character 

and her own persona must carry greater authority than the role.”
309

 In theatrical enactment, the persona 

is only seldom more visible than the character, while in performances of music, the song character or 

an occasional character in a music video are usually subordinate to the musician ‘per se’.  

 The directness that was the implication of epic acting that Brecht needed in order to interact on 

a conscious and overt level with the audience is also very much part of (live) music performances, 

more than in theatre: “It is of course necessary to drop the assumption that there is a fourth wall 

cutting the audience off from the stage and the consequent illusion that the stage action is taking place 

in reality and without an audience. That being so, it is possible in principle for the actor to address the 

audience direct.”
310

 Although the usual musician has rather different goals with prevailing his own 

persona over the character than the Brechtian actor, the directness and the removal of the fourth wall 

are particularly interesting in the present context. What Schlingensief does to the fourth wall is not 

                                                                 
307 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London/New York: Routledge, 1990, p. 144. 
308 Ibid., p. 143, italics in original.  
309

 Auslander, op. cit. (2002), p. 56. 
310 Bertolt Brecht, ‘Short Description of a New Technique of Acting which Produces an Alienation Effect’ (1940), in: John 

Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre, New York: Hill and Wang, 1964, p. 136 
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only to remove it, as Brecht is said to have done. Brecht wanted the audience to be aware of the staged 

and enacted modus of performances in order to force them to recognize the events as enacted political 

situations to relate oneself critically to. In addition to that, Schlingensief shows that society as a whole 

is a performance in which every member partakes, and needs to relate critically to. Even if the 

intervention is carefully framed as an aesthetic object, such as in Martens’ case, the spectator has a 

strong sense of being involved because the performance is inserted in a more or less everyday situation 

that affects him or her. In Exit Through the Gift Shop, the viewer is not so much involved in the 

depicted events, but is aware that they are surrounding him or her in his or her natural environment, 

which is presented as both theatrical stage and everyday reality. The musical persona as well as the 

performance personae of this study are able to enact and perform as they please and still retain a 

credibility as ‘selves’. 

 

Modes of performance 

What has become clear from this study is that the distinction between modes of performance is 

productive within an analysis, but is not be tenable to differentiate between different people on a 

practical level: it is possible to consider each natural action ‘as performance’ but it can always also be 

considered a reiteration of norms and conventions, while enactment is a natural mode as well. 

Thinking of the asylum seekers or Heidemarie Unterrainer in Bitte liebt Österreich, the different 

‘accomplice’ agents in Enjoy Poverty, or Mr. Brainwash, enactment (more or less consciously) of a 

character as opposed to embodiment (more or less voluntary) of the behaviour expected from a 

specific social role, are not necessarily mutually exclusive modes of performance, neither are they 

necessarily different. Rather, they are defined by the interpreter, who may decode signs ‘as 

performance’, in a mode of theatricality, and ostensibly natural action – which in theatrical enactment 

functions referentially – can be unmasked as performatively scripted by norms and repressive social 

conventions.  

 In all of these observations, the distinction between performance and naturalness is 

undermined (as well as the distinction between ‘is-performance’ and ‘as-performance’), as if the latter 

has become a signifier of the former. Since the performer is enabled to pose as himself at the same 

time as enacting a character or embodying a personification, the result is an allegorical figure in a 

mode of performance that leaves the aesthetic stage and acts as a subject without ceasing to be 

aesthetic. This implies a sound and thorough intervention of art in life, which could be indicated as a 

possible reason for the use of personae-driven critique through performance.  

 

The framework of understanding of persona reconsidered 

Still, there seems to be something missing here. Since Butler opposes the idea that the subject would 

enact a previously embodied social role, she chiefly discards theatrical notions to come to terms with 

gender performance.
311

 Butler’s subject unconsciously develops (through “stylized repetition”) an 

identity “as a compelling illusion, an object of belief.”
312

 Now, why not hypothesise that Jung’s notion 

                                                                 
311 Butler does not reject a theatrical interpretation of subject production altogether. In a mode of theatricality, she says: 

“Hence, gender is an act which has been rehearsed, much as a script survives the particular actors who make use of it, but 

which requires individual actors in order to be actualized and reproduced as reality once again.” Op. cit. (1988), p. 526. 

Butler casually shifts semiotic functions, substituting theatricality for epistemology halfway an argument: “As performance 

which is performative, gender is an ‘act,’ broadly construed, which constructs the social fiction of its own psychological 
interiority. As opposed to a view such as Erving Goffman’s which posits a self which assumes and exchanges various ‘roles’ 

within the complex social expectations of the ‘game’ of modern life, I am suggesting that this self is not only irretrievably  

‘outside,’ constituted in social discourse, but that the ascription of interiority is itself a publically regulated and sanctioned 

form of essence fabrication.” Ibid., p. 528. 
312 Butler, op. cit. (1988) , p. 519. The full quote reads: “In opposition to theat rical or phenomenological models which take 
the gendered self to be prior to its acts, I will understand constituting acts not only as constituting the identity of the actor, but 

as constituting that identity as a compelling illusion, an object of belief.”  
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of professional persona (a relatively overt one), applies not only to professions but to the entire social 

world, and in ways much less consciously “endeavoured to come up to expectations”? Why not 

suppose that Daston and Sibum’s transformative approach of persona – as an interaction between a 

society that gives it significance and individuals that embody it – also applies to subjects who did not 

embody it consciously? This would imply that a persona may not only be constituted by a reciprocity 

of conscious or unconscious embodiment and naturalness, but that also a reiteration of forms which 

govern a subject’s (social) existence, scripted upon an entity falsely perceived as the natural self, can 

be considered a persona. At the very least, a persona can reflect the scriptedness of social conditions in 

a very efficient way, like the Congolese in Enjoy Poverty have a collective public persona that they did 

not choose, but does condition their lives, like the asylum seekers in Bitte liebt Österreich personify 

the performative production of inferior Others in Schlingensief’s critique, and like Guetta apparently 

does not have to change in order to enact Mr. Brainwash as a personification of street art’s more 

questionable modes of governing. 

 To consider the persona as a figure producing a subject’s identity dependent on social 

environment, as both Jung’s later understanding (“he lives exclusively against the background of his 

own biography”
313

) and Butler’s conception (“that reiterative power of discourse to produce the 

phenomena that it regulates and constrains”
314

) imply, allows for the application of three notions of 

persona as a performative entity at the same time. The persona may be enacting: a theatrical (‘is’) 

performance (Mauss, Rosenthal, Auslander). The persona may be embodying (‘as’) performance 

(Mauss, Daston & Sibum). The persona may be perceived as a natural self, as well as a sign of 

produced subjecthood, a regularized and constrained repetition of norms (Mauss, Jung, Butler).  

 The concepts of persona and performance then, do not only show that a persona can 

simultaneously perform theatrically, occupy and reveal social roles as if they were theatrical, but can 

also reveal the performative production of norms and conventions , as most personae of the present 

study do.  

 

Practices in operation and underway 

In the last paragraph of her essay on Foucault’s notion of critique, Butler asserts that despite governing 

norms and conventions, the subject has the agency to form a ‘self’, but only “within forms that are 

already more or less in operation and underway”, “within practices that are more or less in place.”
315

 

The artists of this study inform their critique with the agency to question explicit and implicit acts of 

governance by appropriating and staging them in their common site of signification. They reenact the 

formation of the self by remaining themselves and becoming different. They resist subjecthood not by 

forming ‘selves’, but by being simultaneously ‘self’ and an enactment on a stage that is both public 

and aesthetic. Destabilized, they are able to destabilize the spectator’s performative horizon of norms 

and conventions in operation and underway.  

                                                                 
313  Jung, op. cit. (1968), pp. 122-123: “A certain kind of behaviour is forced on them by the world, and professional people 

endeavour to meet these expectations. However, the danger is that they become identical with their personas [...] Then the 

damage is done; henceforth, he lives exclusively against the background of his own biography a.” 
314 Butler, op. cit. (1993), p. 2. 
315 Butler, op. cit. (2001), np: “We have moved quietly from the discursive notion of the subject to a more psychologically 

resonant notion of “self,” and it may be that for Foucault the latter term carries more agency than the former. The self forms 

itself, but it forms itself within a set of formative practices that are characterized as modes of subjectivations. That the range 

of its possible forms is delimited in advance by such modes of subjectivation does not mean that the self fails to form itself, 

that the self is fully formed. On the contrary, it is compelled to form itself, but to form itself within forms that are already 
more or less in operation and underway. Or, one might say, it is compelled to form itself within practices that are more or less 

in place.” 



89 

 

Bibliography 

 

Andrejevic, Mark, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched, Durham, Boulder, New York, Toronto, 

Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004.  

 

Anthony, Andrew, ‘Banksy: the artist who’s driven to the wall’, The Observer, Sunday 20 April 2014, 

accessed through http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2014/apr/20/observer-profile-banksy-

street-art. 

 

Auslander, Philip, ‘“Just Be Your Self”. Logocentrism and difference in Performance Theory’, in: 

Phillip B. Zarrilli, Acting (Re)considered. A Theoretical and Practical Guide, New York/London: 

Routledge, 2002 (second edition), pp. 53-60.  

 

Auslander, Philip, ‘Performance Analysis and Popular Music: A Manifesto’, in: Contemporary 

Theatre Review, Vol. 14 (1), 2004, accessed through: 

http://lmc.gatech.edu/~auslander/publications/performance%20analysis.pdf. 

 

Austin, J.L., J.O. Urmson, Marina Sbis  (eds.), How to Do Things with Words, Cambridge, MA 

(Harvard University Press) 1975. 

 

Banksy, Exit Through the Gift Shop, Paranoid Pictures Film Company Limited, 2010. 

 

Baker, George, ‘Fraser’s Form’, in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), Andrea Fraser, Works: 1984 to 2003 

(exhibition catalogue, Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2003), Cologne: Dumont Literatur und Kunst Verlag.  

 

Battersby, Matilda, ‘Mr. Brainwash: Banksy’s street art protegee and his latest brainwave’, in: The 

Independent, 2010, accessed through: http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-

entertainment/art/features/mr-brainwash-banksys-streetart-protg-and-his-latest-brainwave-

8001407.html. 

 

Bhabha, Homi K., Location of Culture, London/New York: Routledge, 1994.  

 

Bishop, Claire, ‘Outsourcing Authenticity? Delegated Performance in Contemporary Art’, in: Double 

Agent, exhibition catalogue Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 2008. 

 

Bordowitz, Gregg, ‘Geography Notes, A Survey’, in: The AIDS Crisis is Ridiculous and Other 

Writings: 1986-2003, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004.  

 

Bracewell, Michael, ‘Molotov Cocktails’, Frieze, 11 November 2004. Accessed through: 

http://www.frieze.com/issue/print_article/molotov_cocktails. 

 

Brecht, Bertolt, ‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting’ (1936), in: John Willett (ed.), Brecht on 

Theatre, New York: Hill and Wang, 1964.  

 

Brecht, Bertolt, ‘Short Description of a New Technique of Acting which Produces an Alienation 

Effect’ (1940), in: John Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre, New York: Hill and Wang, 1964.  

 

http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2014/apr/20/observer-profile-banksy-street-art
http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2014/apr/20/observer-profile-banksy-street-art
http://lmc.gatech.edu/~auslander/publications/performance%20analysis.pdf
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/mr-brainwash-banksys-streetart-protg-and-his-latest-brainwave-8001407.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/mr-brainwash-banksys-streetart-protg-and-his-latest-brainwave-8001407.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/mr-brainwash-banksys-streetart-protg-and-his-latest-brainwave-8001407.html
http://www.frieze.com/issue/print_article/molotov_cocktails


90 

 

Brecht, Bertolt, ‘A Short Organum for the Theatre’ (1948), in: John Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre, 

New York: Hill and Wang, 1964.  

 

Buchloh, Benjamin, ‘Reconsidering Joseph Beuys: Once Again’, in: Gene Ray (ed.), Joseph Beuys. 

Mapping the Legacy, New York (D.A.P.) 2001, pp. 81-82. 

 

Burns, Elisabeth, Theatricality, London: Longman, 1970. 

 

Butler, Judith, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 

Theory’, in: Theatre Journal, Vol. 40 (1988) 4.  

 

Butler, Judith, ‘What is Critique? An Essay on Foucault’s Virtue’, European Institute for Progressive 

Cultural Policies, 2001. Retrieved through: http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print.  

 

Butler, Judith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London/New York: 

Routledge, 1990.  

 

Butler, Judith, Bodies that Matter, New York/London: Routledge, 1993. 

 

Carrithers, Michael, Steven Collins, Steven Lukes (eds.), The Category of the Person, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1985. 

 

Catsoulis, Jeannette, ‘On the Street, at the Corner of Art and Trash’, The New York Times, 16 April 

2010. Accessed through: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/16/movies/16exit.html. 

 

Daston, Lorraine and H. Otto Sibum, ‘Introduction: Scientific Personae and Their Histories’ in: 

Science in Context, Vol. 16, no. 1-2, March 2003, accessed through: 

http://journals.cambridge.org/abstract_S026988970300067X. 

 

Demos, T.J. in conversation with Renzo Martens ‘Institutional Critique Ultimately Is Beneficial to 

Only Some Areas of the World’, Camera Austria, 120, 2012, pp. 44-53, retrieved through: 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_Cam

eraAustria.pdf. 

 

Demos, T.J., Return to the Postcolony. Specters of Colonialism in Contemporary Art, Berlin: 

Sternberg Press, 2013. 

 

Derrida, Jacques, ‘Signature, Event, Context’ in: Limited Inc, Evanston: Northwestern University 

Press, 1972. 

 

Diederichsen, Diederich, ‘Shortcuts – zu Christoph Schlingensiefs Bitte, liebt Österreich!’, in: Texte 

zur Kunst, Nr. 39 / September 2000, p. 97-99. 

 

Ellsworth-Jones, Will, Banksy. The Man Behind the Wall, London: Aurum Press, 2012. 

 

Ersoy, Özge, untitled review of Enjoy Poverty, in: Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 

70, no. 3, (September 2011), pp. 396–400. 

 

http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/16/movies/16exit.html
http://journals.cambridge.org/abstract_S026988970300067X
http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf
http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf


91 

 

Felch, Jason, ‘Getting at the truth of Exit Through the Gift Shop’, Los Angeles Times, February 22, 

2011. Accessed through: http://articles.latimes.com/print/2011/feb/22/entertainment/la-et-oscar-exit-

20110222. 

 

Fischer-Lichte, Erika ,’Introduction: Theatricality: a key concept in theatre and cultural studies’, 

Theatre Research International, Summer 1995, Vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 85-90. 

 

Focke, Ann-Christin, Unterwerfung und Widerstreit: Strukturen einer neuen politischen 

Theaterästhetik, Munich: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2011.  

 

Forrest, Tara, ‘Mobilizing the Public Sphere, Schlingensief’s Reality Theatre’, in: Contemporary 

Theatre Review, 2008, 18:1. Accessed through: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10486800701741543. 

 

Fraser, Andrea, ‘Damaged Goods Gallery Talk Starts Here (Excerpt)’, in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), 

Andrea Fraser, Works: 1984 to 2003, exh. cat., Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2003, Cologne: Dumont 

Literatur und Kunst Verlag. 

 

Fraser, Andrea, ‘Museum Highlights: A Gallery Talk’, transcript of the 1989 performance lecture with 

contemporary stage directions, epigraphs and footnotes, in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), Andrea Fraser, 

Works: 1984 to 2003, exh. cat., Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2003, Cologne: Dumont Literatur und Kunst 

Verlag. 

 

Fraser, Andrea, ‘A Letter to the Wadsworth Atheneum’ (March 12, 1991), in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), 

Andrea Fraser, Works: 1984 to 2003, exh. cat., Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2003, Cologne: Dumont 

Literatur und Kunst Verlag. 

 

Fraser, Andrea, ‘From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique’, in: Artforum, 

September 2005, pp. 100-105. 

 

Fraser, Andrea, ‘There’s no place like home’, in: Whitney Biennial (exh. cat.), 2012. 

 

Fried, Michael, ‘Art and Objecthood’, Artforum, June 1967. 

 

Frith, Simon, Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1996. 

 

Givens, Terri E., Voting Radical Right in Western Europe, New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2005. 

Gregory, Derek, The Colonial Present, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004.  

 

Griffin, Jonathan, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition. Contemporary art and cruelty from Renzo Martens in the 

Congo to Adel Abdessemed in the slaughterhouse’, TANK, September 2010, retrieved through: 

http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition. 

 

Guerin, Frances, ‘Interview with Renzo Martens’, Artslant, January 2009, retrieved through: 

http://www.renzomartens.com/assets/files/articles/5/Art_Slant_January_2009.pdf. 

 

http://articles.latimes.com/print/2011/feb/22/entertainment/la-et-oscar-exit-20110222
http://articles.latimes.com/print/2011/feb/22/entertainment/la-et-oscar-exit-20110222
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10486800701741543
http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition
http://www.renzomartens.com/assets/files/articles/5/Art_Slant_January_2009.pdf


92 

 

Hoernle, Edwin, ‘The Working Man’s Eye’, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, 1930, cited in: John Roberts, The 

Art of Interruption: Realism, Photography, and the Everyday , Manchester/New York: Manchester 

University Press, 1998. 

 

Jagodzinski, Jan, Visual Art and Education in an Era of Designer Capitalism, New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2010.  

 

Jameson, Fredric, ‘Class and Allegory in Contemporary Mass Culture: Dog Day Afternoon as a 

Political Film’, College English, Vol. 38, No. 8 (April 1977), pp. 843-859. 

 

Jestrovic, Silvija, ‘Performing Like an Asylum Seeker: Paradoxes of Hyper-Authenticity’, 

unpublished article, retrieved on 1 May 2014 through Warwick University, accessed through: 

http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/135. 

 

Joseph, Claudia, ‘Graffiti artist Banksy unmasked ... as a former public schoolboy from middle-class 

suburbia’, in: The Daily Mail, 12 July 2008. Accessed through: 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1034538/Graffiti-artist-Banksy-unmasked–-public-

schoolboy-middle-class-suburbia.html. 

 

Jung, Carl Gustav, ‘Psychological Types’, in: Collected Works, Vol. 6, Psychological Types, London: 

Routledge/Kegan Paul, 1971.  

 

Jung, Carl Gustav, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, trans. R.F.C. Hull, Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1968.  

 

Kluge, Alexander ,’Theater der Handgreiflichkeit/Christoph Schlingensiefs Wiener Container’, News 

and Stories, SAT 1, 22 October 2000. 

 

Lampe, Eelka, ‘Rachel Rosenthal Creating Her Selves’, in: Phillip B. Zarrilli, Acting (Re)considered. 

A Theoretical and Practical Guide, New York/London: Routledge, 2002 (second edition).  

 

Lane, Anthony, ‘Street Justice’, The New Yorker, April 26 2010. Accessed through: 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/04/26/street-justice.  

 

Lilienthal, Matthias & Claus Philipp, Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 

Verlag, 2000. 

 

Löhndorf, Marion, Kunstforum, Vol. 142, 10/98, pp. 94-101, accessed through 

http://www.schlingensief.com/bio_kunstforum.php. 

 

Mauss, Marcel, ‘Une catégorie de l’esprit humain: La notion de personne, celle de “moi”.’ Un plan de 

travail’ (1938), transl. by W.D. Halls as: ‘A category of the human mind: the notion of person; the 

notion of self’, in: Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, Steven Lukes (eds.), The Category of the 

Person, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985.  

 

Mießgang, Thomas ,’Sprachloses volk’, Die Zeit, 15 Juni 2000. Accessed through: 

http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief_.xml 

 

http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/135/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1034538/Graffiti-artist-Banksy-unmasked---public-schoolboy-middle-class-suburbia.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1034538/Graffiti-artist-Banksy-unmasked---public-schoolboy-middle-class-suburbia.html
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/04/26/street-justice
http://www.schlingensief.com/bio_kunstforum.php
http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief_.xml


93 

 

Millar, John Douglas, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition’, Mute Magazine, 11 March 2009, accessed through: 

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html. 

 

Momigliano, Arnaldo ‘Marcel Mauss and the quest for the person in Greek biography and 

autobiography’ , in: Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, Steven Lukes (eds.), The Category of the 

Person, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985.  

 

Parker, Ian, ‘The truth about over-identification’, in P. Bowman and R. Stamp (eds.) The Truth of 

Žižek , London: Continuum, 2007, pp. 144-160. 

 

Poet, Paul, Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, Austria (Bonus Film GmbH), 2001.  

 

Postlewait, Thomas and Tracy C. Davis (eds.), Theatricality. Theatre and Performance Theory, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.  

Rancière, Jacques, The Politics of Aesthetics, London/New York: Continuum, 2004.  

 

Roberts, John, The Art of Interruption: Realism, Photography, and the Everyday , Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1998. 

 

Röttger, Kati, ‘Stadt als Bühne’, in: Doreen Hartmann, Inga Lemke, Jessica Nitsche (eds.), 

Interventionen. Grenzüberschreitungen in Ästhetik, Politik und Ökonomie , München: Wilhelm Fink 

Verlag, 2012. 

 

Said, Edward, Orientalism. Western conceptions of the orient (1978), London: Penguin Books, 1995. 

 

Schager, Nick, ‘Exit Through the Gift Shop’, Slant Magazine, April 12, 2010, accessed through: 

http://www.slantmagazine.com/film/review/exit-through-the-gift-shop.  

 

Schechner, Richard, ‘Spectators Transported and Transformed’, The Kenyon Review, New Series, 3: 4 

(Fall 1981). 

 

Schechner, Richard, Performance Studies: An Introduction, London/New York: Routledge, 2002.  

 

Schopenhauer, Arthur, Parerga and Paralipomena: A Collection of Philosophical Essays, trans. T. 

Bailey Saunders, New York: Cosimo, 2007. 

 

AJ Schnack, ‘Banksy (Yes, Banksy) on Thierry, EXIT Skepticism & Documentary Filmmaking as 

Punk’, blog: All These Wonderful Things, accessed through: 

http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-

documentary-filmmaking-as-punk.html. 

 

Searle, John R., Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1969. 

 

Sontag, Susan, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003.  

 

Susen, Simon, ‘Bourdieu and Adorno’, in: Simon Susen, Bryan S. Turner (eds.), The Legacy of Pierre 

Bourdieu: Critical Essays, London/New York: Anthem Press, 2011, p. 190.  

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html
http://www.slantmagazine.com/film/review/exit-through-the-gift-shop
http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-documentary-filmmaking-as-punk.html
http://edendale.typepad.com/weblog/2010/12/banksy-yes-banksy-on-thierry-exit-skepticism-documentary-filmmaking-as-punk.html


94 

 

 

Varney, Denise, ‘Please Love Austria! - Reforging the Interaction Between Art and Politics’ in: 

Forrest & Scheer (eds.), Christoph Schlingensief. Art without Borders, Bristol/Chicago: Intellect, 

2010. 

  

Verwoert, Jan, review of Fraser’s 2003 retrospective at Kunstverein in Hamburg, Frieze, 80, January-

February 2004, accessed through: http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/andrea_fraser1. 

 

Williams, Raymond, Keywords, New York (Oxford University Press) 1976. 

 

Windisch, Margarita, ‘Haider, Austria and resistance’, Green Left Weekly 417, accessed through: 

https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/21631. 

 

Wodak, Ruth and Anton Pelinka (ed.), The Haider Phenomenon in Austria, New Brunswick/London: 

Transaction Publishers, 2002. 

 

Žižek, Slavoj, ‘Why are Laibach and NSK not Fascists?’ M’ARS (Ljubljana: Moderna Galerija), vol. 

3/4, 1993. Accessed through http://archive.today/2us1O#selection-619.17-619.87. 

 

Żmijewski, Arthur in conversation with Renzo Martens: 7th Berlin Biennale (exh. cat.), 2012, 

accessed through: 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/ArtistsComeToCreateBeautyAndKindness_Berlin

Biennial.pdf.  

 

Zolghadr, Tirdad, ‘Them and Us’, Frieze, 96 January-February 2006. 

 

Zoonen, Liesbet van, ‘Desire and Resistance: Big Brother in the Dutch Public Sphere’, in:  

Ernest Mathijs and Janet Jones (eds.), Big Brother International: Formats, Critics and Publics, 

London/New York: Wallflower Press, 2004.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/andrea_fraser1
https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/21631
http://archive.today/2us1O#selection-619.17-619.87
http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/ArtistsComeToCreateBeautyAndKindness_BerlinBiennial.pdf
http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/ArtistsComeToCreateBeautyAndKindness_BerlinBiennial.pdf

