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CONFUSION IS 
NEXT AND NEXT 
TO THAT IS 
THE TRUTH
NOTES ON PARTICIPATION 

Kai van Eikels 

Opening

It took him a while to understand participation might 
not be about having sex with different people at all. It might 
be about something different, not sex.

Until then his secret ideal had been the Great Orgy. Or 
The Letting Go.  Or “The Opening,” which he explained one 
night at the opening of an exhibition at the Museum of M. 
Arts to a girl who looked bored in a good way.

“There’s nothing open about this,” was how he started 
the conversation. Or they’d smiled at each other.

“Little,” she replied.

“Except that everybody can open the door and step 
right into this. But once you’re inside, there is nothing open.”

She nodded.
And then he told her how hard he found it to establish 

a medium distance between others and himself, and how 
maintaining that medium distance seemed next to impos-
sible, in a sense of next that made impossible look like the 
less remote one of the two.

“Yeah, you just failed again, I guess.” She laughed. 
They shared a fag.

He said there were those many people who didn’t seem 
lovable, or even desirable, and he just wasn’t interested in 
them at all and always forgot their names. And the few who 
did seem lovable, or desirable, and he wanted to get closer to 
every one of them.

“In my late twenties I wrote the script for a TV series 
whose characters watched as much TV as the people were 
watching in real life then, with no Facebook, and while every 
single character had his or her own favorite shows there was 
one show everybody loved or hated, and once a week they all 
gathered and watched that together. In this show, I would be 
with someone. The show did not have an exact concept as 
to what was supposed to happen. Sometimes it resembled 
a talk show, but other nights, there was hardly any talking 
between me and the guest or none at all, except the guest 
would ask me what the silence meant and I wouldn’t reply 
or do something to him instead of speaking, as a response. 
The show’s goal, as I saw it, was to get as close as humanly 
possible to that other human being and guest is not the word 
anyway: by any means, no restrictions, and in a naive, off-
the-top-of-your-head understanding of close. I’d carefully 
pick the people I’d host. Some stars, like Conor Oberst, who 
was just a little beyond the point when Bright Eyes played 
heartbreaking music at the time, and still very hot as a per-
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son. Or maybe he is still, I don’t know. With Conor it worked. 
Since our desperateness turned out to be very symmetrical, 
all we had to do was get drunk and mention things that re-
ally hurt, and after an hour or so (a show always ran for 3 
hours, live) we were lying on the floor, rolling in a puddle of 
beer and vodka and whatever, hugging and licking the tears 
from each other’s cheeks. Then I started smashing his face 
with my fist, and he was like, Go on, hit me harder, please, 
destroy me! And I told him how much I love him while I hit 
him, and I went on hitting him until my assistant and a cam-
eraman came running and pulled me off his beautiful half-
naked mess. With others it took immensely painful efforts 
to pierce through their professional distance, and very often 
I failed altogether, which was the part the audience enjoyed 
most. Johnny Depp, for example. I had invited him because 
of Dead Man. I adore him in that film. Do you remember the 
moment when he says, ‘My name is William Blake. This is 
my poetry’ — and shoots two guys? I wanted him to say that 
to me, and kill me, and then die next to me, in a sense of next 
that simply meant shoulders touching. But he hardly seemed 
to remember he’d made that movie. Irony flew all around 
him like a swarm of buzzing insects who got in between my 
lips and into my eyes every time I tried to approach him. I 
read some of my most embarrassing poems to him — the one 
about why I’ll end up unemployed and with no recognition 
for my work, and the one where I ask a girl I’d been in love 
with as a teenager to pee on me. He just smiled and said I 
was talented, the fucker! Anyway, for other shows I’d chose 
people unknown to the public, vague acquaintances or for-
eigners who spontaneously fascinated me. Because I had this 
show I found myself able to stop them in a crowd and ask 
if they didn’t want to be on TV, haha. Shyness is nice but...
you know. The show thus exposed my penchants, my desires. 
That’s what people liked about it — or what the characters in 
the TV series liked about it, even those who hated the show. 

The important point, however, was that while the TV series 
was fiction, of course, the encounters with the celebrities 
and non-celebrities were real. They would only be shown in 
excerpts as a part of the fictional world I created in my TV 
series plots, but every one of them really happened and really 
lasted three hours, to the point of total exhaustion, and the 
audience of the TV series knew that everything about them 
was real. I never sold the script, as goes without saying. I 
never even tried to sell it. Like so many things.”

The girl nodded once more. “Nice story. We could stop 
the conversation at this point. And go somewhere else. But I 
assume that’s not what you want?”

“No,” he said. “Not this time.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’ve never been part of an orgy. You 
haven’t either, have you?”

He hesitated.

Short Note on Following a Performance While Smoking
Brecht claimed one spectator who smoked (“a single 

man with a cigar in the stalls of a Shakespeare performance”) 
could initiate the breakdown of occidental art. Instead of the 
lonely fight led by a partisan with his cigar as his weapon 
against the seductive powers of emotion-saturated spectacle 
and its attention regime, an appreciation of that statement to-
day should focus on the slightly asymmetrical partition of the 
present through the non-concentrated, effortless, discreetly 
(or at least non-dramatically) luxuriant activity of smoking: 
What is the difference between someone who smokes while 
following a performance, and someone who follows a perfor-
mances while smoking?

For diversion never slices presence up into a symmetri-
cal simultaneousness. In diverted presence there is always 
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already a slight inclination, a bearing based on the attendee’s 
preferring something: I do not do two things at the same time 
— I am doing something while I’m doing something else. 
And insofar as my being-there determines my being, I am 
not the coexistence of two activities correlated to ‘two things 
on my mind,’ but I am the one who enjoys the inclination to 
slightly favor one of them, in order to do the other one mean-
while. I am someone who enjoys his freedom to give in to an 
inclination. I am the subject of that pleasure.

After reading
What would be a form of publication for a world that 

has more people who have time to write than people who find 
the time to read?

The romantic concept of the novel was a book with a 
finite outside and an infinite inside. Maybe we ought to revert 
this: In the endless expanse we call THE WEB, for lack of 
less structural terms, let’s construct finite insides.

Instead of a TEXT one must start to read (fearing one 
will never be allowed to finish in time, once started), it would 
be for one of us or another one to leave a sentence here and 
there, a sentence or a paragraph that makes yet another one 
of us stop. And before impatience sets in, this should be in 
someone else’s hands again. Define literature by performing 
writing, not experiencing reading: let reading be part of writ-
ing, and writing be participation in itself.

People Who Are Not Artists, In Particular
When the composer David Bedford was invited to a 

“participatory concert” together with Pierre Boulez, he 
asked for toy kazoos to be handed out to the audience so 
they could play along with his piece. He had interpreted the 
expression too literally, though: By “participatory,” the orga-
nizers merely referred to a Q&A session between Boulez and 
the audience. When Bedford realized his mistake, Boulez 

had already withdrawn his participation because he feared 
that the people would go on making noise during the perfor-
mance of his works.

Boulez’ reaction may strike us as typical of the ‘tradi-
tional-minded’ composer who wants his work to be experi-
enced in the way of perceiving, not interfering. His reaction 
reveals a certain image of the audience, or more precisely: 
of the crowd that does not entirely transform into an audi-
ence, i.e., into a collective of listeners disciplined by the self-
imposed physical restraints of aesthetic pleasure in its bour-
geois setting. Once the people start to do something else than 
listen, he thinks (or such is the image Bedford’s anecdote 
delivers of his thoughts), they will never stop. There is no 
proper way back from the kind of participation that lets them 
do what the performers do to the engagement called listening 
in the terminology of musical aesthetics. Giving them toys to 
play with will turn them into children, and how can a horde 
of children be expected to return, from their own power, to 
a responsible form of gathering (one where people do not ac-
tualize all of their possibilities, where they understand how 
to draw satisfaction from not doing everything they can do)? 
Worst come to worst, nobody in the audience will be on the 
side of the work anymore; the audience will be entirely on 
the audience’s side, and the performers alone will be unable 
to defend the silence that must be the complement of sound 
if the sound is to count as music.

How artists understand participation, we learn, con-
cerns their trust or lack of trust in people, and in people who 
are not artists, in particular. It has to do with what they long 
for and dread from different forms of collectivity, with the 
estimated possibilities of transforming one form of collec-
tivity into another, with their ideas of what’s probable with 
the many. Boulez based his decision to call off the concert 
on speculation alone. He did not know who would be sit-
ting in the audience on that day, had not the tiniest bit of in-



728 729

formation about the ticket buyers’ personalities or personal 
histories. And even if he’d had, he could hardly have pre-
dicted how, and to what effect, the people would influence 
each other in that situation, most of them being together in 
one room for the first time in their lives. Still he did consider 
it likely that reactions would follow a certain pattern and a 
loosening of self-discipline would let an unaccountable mob 
out of the audience bodice.

Bedford seems to be the better guy here. But was his 
estimate of the concertgoers’ collective behaviour altogeth-
er different from Boulez’s? Asked in an interview how the 
performance of With 100 Kazoos sounded, he replied: “It’s 
quite interesting. Because there are so many of them it’s a bit 
of a mess [...].” (The Wire 325, March 2011, pp. 31-36, quote 
p. 32) The present tense of that answer leaves open to what 
ratio it offsets past experience against expectations, but I pic-
ture a grin as Bedford says “mess,” and my impression is that 
both composers had the same idea of how a concert audi-
ence behaves when restrictions have been suspended — only 
Boulez with an adverse, Bedford with an affirming attitude.

This would come as all but a surprise: Since an au-
dience, the collective subject of aesthetic experience, per 
definition consists of non-professionals, the two artists only 
follow conventional logic when they assume that the people, 
whoever they may be on that night, do not behave profession-
ally. And to say they don’t behave professionally implies that 
they are unable to organize at all after the proper form of 
non-professional organization — that of the audience — has 
been taken away from them by equipping them with instru-
ments. Neither audience nor orchestra, they will we be left in 
a “messy” state of non-organization.

Wouldn’t it be a better idea to address the people in 
the audience as performers — to address them as your co-
professionals, as people who know how to perform and who 
know how to organize themselves in the course of a perfor-

mance? Less funny than the mess perhaps, even at the risk of 
being boring, but with a kind of boredom different from the 
boredom the audience is subjected to when being reduced to 
playing the role of the audience, in listening or in playing.

Boredom
The non-hysterical (i.e., deadly) boredom of theater vs. 

the boredom I experience as the member of a company at ta-
ble, which Roland Barthes describes in his Chronique: I find 
myself incapable of locking into the others’ conversation, 
to speak in synch with the collectively established rhythm. 
I cannot become part of what’s said because I judge myself 
or what I would have to say as unfit, while I strongly feel the 
pressure to participate so as not to attract negative attention, 
not to make a spectacle of myself. My boredom, this is to 
say, is the experience of my own failure to act. This boredom 
is hysterical, extremely demanding and exhausting, because 
I cannot lean back without fearing to appear to the others 
as someone whom they are boring, and who has chosen his 
exclusion from their talk.

Roland Barthes And Tagging People
A few years ago, when Facebook introduced the func-

tion that allows you to tag friends in photos, it became popu-
lar in no time. People’s apparent pleasure in tagging can be 
seen as proof that what Barthes said about the essence of 
photography in Camera Lucida reveals its truth only in the 
era of ‘Internet 2.0.’ Barthes’ definition of the photo as a piece 
of evidence for the ‘having-been-there of the referent’ must 
have irritated scholars who had studied the aesthetics of the 
photographic image. Barthes encouraged objections against 
a seemingly narrow understanding of so rich a medium by 
taking the majority of examples for his book from the canon 
of artistic photography. With this gallery of prominent ex-
amples it was easy to forget that the most important picture 
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— the one that had initiated the author’s reflection on pho-
tography — came from his private collection: a photo of his 
dead mother. Barthes refused to speak of “family photogra-
phy,” which however he did not because he wanted to defend 
the status of the picture as a work of art, but rather because 
‘family’ seemed too limited a frame, too much controlled by 
a bourgeois ideology, to provide an apt name for the rela-
tions that exist between a human being and the other whose 
picture he looks at, and whom he knows or has known. Nei-
ther the intimacy nor the alien-ness encoded in this knowing 
were properly acknowledged by the concept of family and 
familiarity — although Barthes did not have an alternative 
concept at his disposal (a problem which also manifests itself 
in Comment vivre ensemble, and gives a desperate, if sub-
liminal, twist to most of his work of the last years).

Barthes’ definition of the photographic marked a point 
of view where seeing was linked to knowing, albeit an act of 
knowledge that was not identical with the point of recogniz-
ing what one knows, or even determined by an ideal of recog-
nizability. I may look at photos of people I never met, never 
encountered in person, from precisely this point of view 
just as knowingly as at those of family members, friends, 
acquaintances. Barthes therefore stresses the subtle but im-
portant difference between the evidence of a ‘has been there’ 
and the reproduction of presence through representation in 
Camera Lucida (photos can represent, of course: they often 
do — yet this task and competence they share with painting 
and other media or disciplines).

Called „anachronistic“ by himself, Barthes’ approach 
to photography was more traditional and at the same time 
more progressive, more modest and at the same time more 
ambitious than the definitions of photography as a form of 
art provided by modern aesthetics. It was more traditional 
and modest in leaving aside the complications of representa-
tion. And it was more progressive and ambitious in casting 

an eye on a photographic image in a moment when the photo 
was already circulating.

The complications of Barthes’ referent-oriented photo 
theory, as well as a simple confirmation of its social truth, 
can be found on Facebook: It took only a short while until 
people started using the tagging function to tag friends in 
pictures that obviously did not represent them. I was tagged 
in half a dozen photos by some distant online acquaintance 
because that guy wanted me to look at his pictures (of him-
self). ‘I’ was the tip of his nose, while other FB friends were 
his eyes and ears and lips — a kind of attention economic 
Archimboldism for the age of Many-to-Many communica-
tion. I was tagged in a Hubble telescope shot of an unknown 
galaxy as one of the stars (the image capture read, “Look at 
all that crap out there”). And I was tagged in an image that 
showed ten very cute hand-scribbled ghosts on a photograph 
of shrubbery and bare trees at night, me being a tall and slen-
der one on the right. The comments under the picture read:

Kai van Eikels: The fifth season of “True Blood” will prob-
ably look like this...
Shai Nibblets: What is true blood?
Kyte Lockett: Yes.
Nicholas Cook: Am I a branch?
Laurence Wilhelm Lillvik: Look at my little friend Jared...
Kyte Lockett: You’re the guy behind me, Nick.
Nicholas Cook: It looks like I am hovering above Jarod.
Nicholas Cook: I am ugh (tired)
Shai Nibblets: Yes Jared, but the tiniest ghost has the biggest 
heart!
Jarod Quiring: And I hide in the background, plotting my 
revenge.
Matt Marcure: I’m the tall introvert?
Shai Nibblets: Well matt... um... is that.. HEY LOOK ITS 
A PONY!
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Shai Nibblets: No... that was Jarod.
Jarod Quiring: I’m a fucking stallion.
Shai Nibblets: I’m starting to hyperventilate.
Jarod Quiring: You ain’t lookin at me Eric.
Shai Nibblets: Can I put a saddle on you?
Jarod Quiring: Never. I’m free. And free will I be.
Laurence Wilhelm Lillvik: Ooo gaa loooooooooooooore!

What is Performance Art?
“I have an admission to make, and it’s sort of embaress-

ing, really. Before I began to post on the blog, after I had read 
a couple of your books, and, some of Peter Soto’s work, I had 
a dream about y’all. You were putting on a writer’s workshop 
in Jacksonville Fla., and Peter was going to be there, too. So, 
I get there, and it’s in this little no-tell motel, on the proverbi-
al edge of town. Like, in one of the rooms, not even a banquet 
room. You are you, or, how I imagined you, friendly, easy-
going, and all that. The drinks come out, you’re drinking 
vodka, straight, and joints are rolled. I don’t think you par-
took, but, everybody else did. I remember thinking, “Wow, 
this is sure not workshopish!”, at least, not in my experience. 
Then, you say, “Okay, it’s time for the kids!”, and the pervy 
types in the room look hopeful, but, it’s some gamers who 
are “God Jr.” fans. You laugh at the crestfallen pervs, and, 
so do I. You sign some books, then, we go out to meet Peter. 
We’re in these rental vans, and we wind up out in the woods 
at some public restroom in the middle of nowhere. It looked 
like a scene out of “Cruising”, only, much more pornograph-
ic. And, Peter is in that restroom, in the midst of every devi-
ate parafilia known to man, and, some yet to be documented, 
but, he’s playing music on some type of synth, and seems 
quite oblivious to the goings on. I’m uncomfortable, and you 
tell me it’s performance art, and, it’s okay to feel that way, 
but, I split. I get lost, as I often do, in dreams, and I wake up. 
When the myth is bigger than the reality, dream the myth...? 
See why I’m embaressed ?” 

Julian Reid (2011)


