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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 



Jesse van Winden | Destabilising Critique: Personae in between self and enactment 

Research master dissertation, VU University Amsterdam, 2014 

 

85 
 

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.
1
 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.
2
 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.”
3
  

 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 

                                                                 
1 Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), p. 88.  
2 “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. 
3 Fischer-Lichte, op. cit. (1995), p. 87. 
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commenting on them explicitly. Banksy and Guetta are a duality of sorts that together perform a 

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.”
4
 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.”
5
  

 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.”
6
 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.”
7
 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 

                                                                 
4 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London/New York: Routledge, 1990, p. 144. 
5 Ibid., p. 143, italics in original.  
6
 Auslander, op. cit. (2002), p. 56. 

7 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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are particularly interesting in the present context. What Schlingensief does to the fourth wall is not 

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.
8
 Butler’s subject unconsciously develops (through “stylized repetition”) an 

                                                                 
8 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. 
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identity “as a compelling illusion, an object of belief.”
9
 Now, why not hypothesise that Jung’s notion 

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”
10

) and Butler’s conception (“that reiterative power of discourse to produce the 

phenomena that it regulates and constrains”
11

) 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.”
12

 

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.  

                                                                 
9 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.”  
10  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.” 
11 Butler, op. cit. (1993), p. 2. 
12 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.” 


