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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 

                                                                 
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. 
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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 

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 

                                                                 
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. 
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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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 

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.”  


