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FOR VIOLET




 FOREWORD

KATHLEEN HANNA

 

I grew up in the suburbs and started smoking pot when I was nine. I was wasted for most of my childhood. I think it was the only way I could deal with watching my dad drink his coffee out of a titty mug every morning as I ate my cereal. (I wish I was joking but he really did have a coffee mug shaped like a woman’s breast.)

My nickname back then was “Lil’ Goodtimes.” I was the tomboy sidekick to my hot older sister whose nickname was, of course, “Goodtimes.” It was my job to hold her hair back while she barfed in the skating rink bathroom. But somehow I knew someday things would change for me; I knew I was an artist.

When I was nineteen years old I took a Greyhound bus from Olympia to Seattle to see Karen Finley perform because I read somewhere that she was a feminist. It was 1989. I had just begun to understand the havoc male violence had wreaked on my life. I worked summers as a stripper to pay my way through college, so I felt pretty alienated from the antiporn feminists of the day. I was equally annoyed at the pro-sex feminists who echoed the 1960s “let it all hang out” idea without much analysis of race or class issues.

I was struggling with the fact that I wanted to  be an artist. I wondered if instead it would be more productive to work at the domestic violence shelter. I worried that being an artist was frivolous compared to doing the “real” work of a political activist.

I walked over a mile to get to the venue from the bus station. I had no idea that all my questions were about to be answered.

At the top of her show Karen Finley noticed a man videotaping her and told him to stop. “This is only happening once,” she said, and proceeded to challenge the audience/performer divide in a way most punk bands only dream of. She wasn’t hostile or mean; she just ripped open the space between herself and everyone in the room and leaped into the most intensely vulnerable, perfectly crafted performance I’d ever seen.

How was she able to stay 100 percent present and also seem to be in a trance? How could she talk about political issues in a way that was funny and tragic, but also make them completely relatable? It was like watching Patti Smith turn into Evel Knievel. I felt I belonged in that audience more than I had ever belonged anywhere.

On the way home I toyed with the idea that doing some kind of feminist performance might be a way I could help other girls feel like they belonged somewhere too. I could be an artist and enact my politics.

I bought a file folder, and labeled it “Karen Finley.” In it I put every article, review, or notice about her that appeared in magazines like High Performance and Mother Jones, a cassette tape of her recording “Jump in the River” with Sinead O’Connor, xeroxed pictures of her performing, even her manager’s fax number. This was my inspiration.

Within weeks of seeing Karen perform I was in a band writing lyrics about rape. People told me (to my face!) that I was ridiculous and what I was doing was “therapy, not music.”

After reading a review of her first book, Shock Treatment, I waited anxiously for it to arrive in Olympia’s one good bookstore. When it did I realized that reading her writing was just as thrilling as watching her perform. Finally I had found a feminist writer who didn’t have to chop herself into bits to be comprehended. Instead she casually blurred the line between the personal and the political and refused to ignore the fact that sexuality is wrapped into everything. And to top it all off, her writing is funny as shit. And I don’t mean just ha-ha clever funny, I mean, best friend, middle-of-the-night, pee-in-your-pants funny.

In the nineties my band Bikini Kill began to get national attention, and I was asked to open for Karen when I was touring in New York. I was so fucking excited I spent an entire week memorizing two long pieces so I could “feel the room” like she did when she was performing. I thought, this is going to bring everything full circle for me.

But on the morning of the show I went into a shock-like state. All I could think was, Oh my fucking god, I’m opening for Karen Finley at The Kitchen. I stuttered to my friend that I needed her to call The Kitchen and tell them I was too sick to perform. When I look back on it, I realize this reaction is pretty nuts. I mean, I was already well known, and had played shows all over the world. Why couldn’t I do this?

Fifteen years later a friend took me to see Karen’s 2009 performance, “Impulse to Suck.” And I was  blown away again. Karen Finley can still say more with a weird shoulder move and a sideways smile than most people can convey in a book. That performance is included here in The Reality Shows, and it reminds me that it is one thing to see Karen perform, but to read her work lets you get at so many other layers of meaning.

In her writing, pop culture mixes with rage, which mixes with sexuality, feminism, and danger. In the end you have a book that is breathing. Abundant, overboard, too much. Like her performances I can read her books again and again and get something different each time.

After the show my friend went backstage, but I was too nervous and bowed out. I sat outside in the dark for a while and then something crazy happened. Karen Finley walked out into the courtyard and began calling my name. “Kathleen! Kathleen!” I stood up, reached out for her hand, said hello, and acted pretty much like a normal person.

I guess all my nervousness about her has to do with the fact that I can never adequately thank her. I learned what punk really is from her and have emulated her ever since the first time I saw her perform. Karen Finley taught me that art really does matter, and that it truly can change the course of someone’s life.

After meeting Karen, I chatted with my friend about how great the show was, walked her to her train, turned the corner, and proceeded to sob all the way home.






INTRODUCTION

ANN PELLEGRINI

 

The reality shows, but what? And how? After the US invasion of Iraq, in 2003, Karen Finley returned to and revised an earlier antiwar piece, “She Loved Wars.” Wavering between first and third person, Finley teases us with the heat of war:Meanwhile, during the [first] Gulf War she glued herself to CNN masturbating. It was a peculiar metaphor of glued to the set. A desire where she would press her wet cunt to the screen, wrap her legs around the TV and orgasm at the Gulf War jingle but I think the visual is what counts here.





Exactly. The visual is what counts here. As with so many other scenes in the performance pieces gathered in The Reality Shows, what Finley gives us to see—and see anew—is both harrowing and hilarious. In a double move, Finley takes us from belly laugh to punch to the stomach, the laughter ripping the stomach open wide enough to let in some unsettling truths: chief among them, the realization that when war comes into your living room, shock and pity are not the only possible nor even the most likely reactions from viewers whose everyday realities are composed of mediatized fragments of suffering as spectacle.

Instead, with a beer in one hand and a remote control in the other, viewers can surf from The Situation Room to endless repeats of situation comedies, with a quick stopover at the Home Shopping Network, where you can buy buy buy. In a commodity culture dripping with the image, shock and awe are as much a product to be consumed as they are emotional branding devices to get us to put our money down on simultaneously one-of-a-kind and interchangeable must-haves, from Doritos (recall its infamous dog shock collar commercial, which debuted during the 2010 Super Bowl), to Calvin Klein jeans and underwear (behold the young Brooke Shields and the well-packaged Marky Mark), to war itself (cue chants of USA, USA, USA!).

I saw and heard Finley perform “She Loved Wars” in autumn 2007, at the Green Room, a downtown performance space in New York City. This short text constituted the first section of a performance triptych “Wake Up!” that also featured “The Dreams of Laura Bush” and “The Passion of Terri Schiavo.” “Wake Up!” But, what shall we wake up to? And what bad dreams will trail us into the waking day?

These are the ongoing preoccupations of Finley’s work: the way the past haunts the present, our enthrallment to violence, the challenges of healing social and individual bodies, and reforming collectivities. For Finley, these are also feminist questions and feminist challenges, even as her feminism resists easy categorization. It is certainly not “victim art,” a tag she and many other socially conscious artists—and especially female artists, queer artists, artists of color—were given amid the culture wars of the 1990s. She was called some other names, too: chocolate-smeared  woman, angry woman, politically correct artist, bitch. “The most popular female may be a victim,” as Finley says in “The Passion of Terri Schiavo,” as a way of making sense of the national fetishization of Schiavo’s comatose form. “We love a female in trouble.” But we do not like females who make trouble or who point out trouble. So long as they do not have the audacity to talk back or, ideally, to talk at all, female victims may become icons and heroines. In stark contrast, so-called victim art is pilloried, even legislated against. But all this is a smoke screen, ways of not seeing or of seeing past, the provocations of Finley’s feminist visions.

Visions. I use this term deliberately, to capture the way Finley plays in and with the culture of the spectacle, but also to point to the almost oracular quality of her embodied performances, what she brings into view and voice from the past and also conjures for and from the future. To dare to use a still more religious language, I would say that Finley offers a kind of prophetic feminist voice and vision that bends the ordinary rules of linear time.

Feminism is not one; it has never been one. In witnessing to war as a kind of pornutopia, Finley powerfully refuses certain feminist claims, perhaps most famously enunciated in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, about women’s fundamental opposition, as a class, to war. As I have argued elsewhere, the leading role US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice played in the Iraq debacle, not to mention the past pugilism of other female heads of state, such as Margaret Thatcher and Golda Meir, argues against the sentimental notion that women, “as” women or “as”  mothers, would necessarily stand against war. On the contrary, the discomfiting punch line of Finley’s “She Loved Wars”—its political recalibration—is that some women may not recoil at war, but might even find the willingness of men to go off to war, to kill and even to die for them, well, kinda sexy.

War makes us hot. It’s an unnerving suggestion, and it links up with some other disquieting propositions: men are raised to put their bodies on the line, to die for women and children on the home front. In turn, this manly willingness somehow gives meaning and purpose to a woman’s place in the life cycle of war. She has worth, because she is worth killing for, dying for. And so, as Finley chants, “a mother gives birth to another soldier to save her, to protect to save to die for her and the country. . . .” Nonetheless, Finley counsels mothers of the nation, do not confuse this with having the ability to control the terms of your own living and dying. As vessels of life, women are not ceded sovereignty over their own bodies, are not given the power to decide life and death for themselves—a point Finley brings home with devastating clarity in “The Passion of Terri Schiavo.”

Schiavo fell into a coma in 1990, the same year that Karen Finley became a household name for improper art and the proper name of a legal case that would reach all the way to the US Supreme Court, in 1998: NEA et al. v. Finley et al. The culture wars would find Terri Schiavo, too. She eventually became a household name for female helplessness and the first name of a 2003 Florida state law, Terri’s Law, which was written just for her by the Florida legislature amid a national battle over Schiavo’s right to die, a right  being exercised for the comatose woman by her husband Michael Schiavo and contested in court by Terri’s parents, who could not bear to let their daughter go. Finley does not mock their grief. Indeed, the final passages of the performance piece give elegiac voice to Terri Schiavo’s mother as she faces her world without Terri. No, what Finley rails against in “The Passion of Terri Schiavo” is the political capture of a woman’s life by social conservatives, who basically hijacked the intimate grief of those who knew and loved Terri Schiavo. And all this was aided and abetted by a twenty-four-hour news cycle that loves a good fight—and will kick one up if it comes to it. Terri was the ultimate reality TV show: a projection screen for the fears of dependency, loss, mortality that people cannot bear to face without some mediating scrim.

It seemed an entire nation was on first-name basis with this woman, “Terri,” who could no longer speak for herself, her poignant silence filled past the bursting point by the thundering politicians and media pundits who would not let this woman die, but would command her to life beyond life. Terri’s role was the perpetual state of being barely alive: not alive but not not dead either. As one of the many impassioned I’s whom Finley channels in this performance piece puts it, “No one loves Terri like I do. . . . Terri makes me feel alive for she is so dead.” Here, love for Terri, like the love for war that Finley explores in “She Loved Wars” and also in “George and Martha,” is a love of one’s own vitality over and against the death-in-life body of another. In performing our death for us, Terri and the soldier simultaneously hold death at bay and let us see it at a safe remove.

Throughout her body of work, Finley challenges us to come closer, to feel the pain—our own—instead of handing it off to another to hold it for us. It seems to me that one of the crucial insights she enables for us is that feeling, or, to use Susan Sontag’s language, regarding the pain of another cannot simply be a matter of empathetic identification. For one thing, empathy is not always the response to witnessing another’s pain or suffering. But, even more fundamentally, we cannot just cross over to the space of another and feel their pain, as the saying goes. To do so is to risk the colonization of the other’s feelings; it is also to risk missing the other by mistaking her or him for ourselves.

The question of empathy is at the heart of “Make Love,” the evocative piece that opens this collection. As Finley recounts in her introduction to this performance piece, “Make Love” is a direct response to the trauma of 9/11 and to the way New York City came to function in the national imaginary. It was not her first attempt to address these issues, however. She originally created “The Distribution of Empathy,” which she debuted at New York City’s Cutting Room, in June 2002. As Finley said in an interview at that time, “Distribution” addressed “the politics of emotion, of distributing emotion, and the grandiosity, the depletion—everything that New Yorkers felt after September 11. Besides the horror, there was the emotional burden of either being the victim or having to accept others’ love and pity.” 1 Thiswas a burden Finley  willed herself to take on as a performer; but, in her own frank review of “Distribution,” she failed, or the piece failed, or the audiences were not yet ready to laugh with tragedy and give free range to their feelings.

Or perhaps “Karen Finley just got in the way. The audiences could not see past the “Karen Finley” they thought they knew, the one who came neatly packaged like an amicus brief. The “I” of her performance was collapsed into Finley herself, as if the performance were all and only about Finley.

Such charges of “self-indulgence” have been leveled at Finley before—and are routinely leveled at other performance artists who work “solo” and do work that is or appears to be autobiographical. Accusations of “self-indulgence” are deeply gendered, of course. Female artists and queer artists are far more likely to be charged with “narcissism,” their narratives read as “simple” or “transparent” confessions that the yawning critic on high has already heard before. But charges of self-indulgence and narcissism are profound misreadings of how an “I” composes itself relationally; none of us comes into the world fully formed or solo. The “I” rather leans on others for its origins in another’s body, for its ongoing survival, and, if we are lucky, for its flourishing in the world.

Certainly, the “I” of any Karen Finley performance is a deeply considered performance, not some transparent transcription of Finley “herself.” More often than not, any Finley performance stages multiple “I’s,” with Finley their vehicle of expression. Moreover, despite the sense one often has while experiencing a Finley performance live that she is improvising  her way through and has no fixed script, in reading the texts in The Reality Shows, what becomes clear is the precision of her use of language and the carefully calibrated rhythms of her words. Her riffs—and there is something of jazz in the improvisational feeling of watching and hearing a Finley performance—are anchored in an extraordinary compositional poise.

By Finley’s own admission, though, her charged history as a political artist disrupted the careful balancing acts of “The Distribution of Empathy,” blocking or thwarting the emotional experience she hoped to generate for her audience. Enter Liza Minnelli. Or, more accurately, “Liza Minnellis,” in the plural. Finley-as-Liza, along with an army of other Liza Minnelli impersonators, offered up Liza, a woman with her own outsized, scandal-filled public history, to stand in for New York, New York. Audiences were encouraged to laugh and cry with Liza, rivers of mascara-inked tears rolling down the cheeks to show where the pain had been.

It is a dizzying and delirious performance to witness live, the layers of substitution peeling back like an onion skin. Liza with a Z stands in for New York, New York, and Finley and the other performers stand in for and multiply Liza into “Lizas.” It is a performance that explicitly invites projection onto Liza’s sequined surface, as this new Lady Liberty says, Give me your fears, your terror, your pain. But these acts of surrogation, in which Finley and the other Liza impersonators take up the burden of pain, are not simple sacrifices. If the audience is invited to project their ugly feelings onto the performers’ bodies, it is in the service of getting them to stop dumping their shit  on others. (And war is here imaginable as a dumping unto death.)

Crucially, these acts of surrogation—let me carry your pain—are also acts of love. Finley and her cast of sparkling Lizas are saying, we can hold and bear your pain so that you can come closer, can experience it for yourself, can bear the tension of being alive to loss, alive to the day after 9/11. If only. On September 20, 2001, a scant nine days after the tragedy of 9/11, President George W. Bush addressed Congress and the nation and declared mourning was over:My fellow citizens, for the last nine days, the entire world has seen for itself the state of our Union, and it is strong. Tonight we are a country awakened to danger and called to defend freedom. Our grief has turned to anger and anger to resolution. Whether we bring our enemies to justice or bring justice to our enemies, justice will be done.2





President Bush’s claims that mourning was over were premature, not unlike those he made in his “Mission Accomplished” speech on May 1, 2003, when he declared the end to major combat operations in Iraq.

The denial that our mourning has only just begun and has no set end point is part of what motored the rush to war. Among other things, the Iraq War was a  way for the United States to act out our losses without knowing their meaning or value, without reckoning with the hard work of mourning, which also requires self-accounting. The losses Americans experienced on 9/11 were not just the people who died or were gravely injured—each of whom is singular and particular to the families and friends who loved that person. Drawing on Sigmund Freud’s famous discussion of “Mourning and Melancholia,” I would argue that these losses also included, and include, the precious self-images a nation—America the beautiful, self-appointed, shining beacon to the world—has built up of itself, but before which it so often falls short.

This is also one of Finley’s main insights and innovations. The Reality Shows dramatizes the horrible cost to individuals and societies of casting painful feelings off and onto others. Finley also brings us to see what we do not want to know: the violent, even deadly costs, borne by those onto whom we dump the feelings that we cannot bear to have and to hold for ourselves.

In this collection, “The Passion of Terri Schiavo” directly follows “She Loved Wars.” Together they shed startling light on the relationship between the state’s right to make war and battles over an individual’s right to die. They do so by brilliantly illuminating the dependence of biopower—a term coined by French philosopher Michel Foucault—on the eroticization of war. It’s as if Foucault hooked up with Freud, and their queer feminist offspring was Karen Finley. I’m only half joking, which seems utterly in keeping with Finley’s own strategic use of humor to do a work-around on the audience’s operative assumptions.

Foucault introduces the concept of biopower to make sense of a historical shift in the state’s relationship to death in the period we would now call “modernity.” Prior to the eighteenth century, he argues, the power of the state, what he also calls sovereign power, made itself known as such by its right to make die, its right that is, to take the lives of its citizens for actual or imagined transgressions against the state. But with changing material conditions—improved health and hygiene, increased food stocks, new knowledge about how disease was passed on and how it could be prevented, and the increased life expectancy and population growth that accompanied these other developments—“life entered history” (Foucault) in a new way, and the state’s attention shifted to the question of how best to commandeer and manage life. This new right to make live and to maximize the health of populations, a national body politic, might yet require the sacrifice of individual bodies. When soldiers are sent to war, to kill and risk being killed, paradoxically, they are sent off in the service of life, to guarantee the ongoing life of “their own”—their own families, their own nations.

Another way to put this: the death of some might be justified in service of the lives of many, of the social body. Moreover, this justification might even be conducted through the language of love (as in: we love our country, and that’s why we are willing to kill and die for it) and experienced as a kind of erotic thrill (the nearly sexual thrill of triumphing over our enemy, of killing them or seeing their deaths—whether via remote-controlled TV or remote-controlled weaponry). Fighting in the name of one’s own, in the name  of love and life, unleashes aggression and violence on a greater and greater scale.

So much of Finley’s work, both in The Reality Shows and previous collections, such as Shock Treatment, is concerned to re-present violence, make us see and feel it differently. If Karen Finley is an exhibitionist—and I think she is, in the best possible way—her point is to expose and exhibit our own enthrallment before the image, to show how spectacles of death and dying so often work to block our ethical vision. Eroticized spectacles of killing and dying are charged with precisely the opposite trend: namely, the task of warding off the specter of our own deaths.

Feminism constitutes one clear intellectual and political anchor for her work. But so too does psychoanalysis. Throughout The Reality Shows, her own deep engagement with psychoanalysis, and in particular with Freudian concepts, is both obvious and startling. It is obvious in the frequency with which terms like “projection,” “projective identification,” “screen,” “death instinct,” and “trauma” appear. And it is obvious in the playful—and playfully serious—engagement with the dream work in “The Dreams of Laura Bush” or in the racialized oedipal drama she uncovers in her imaginative restaging of former New York Governor Eliot Spitzer’s spectacular fall from grace in “Impulse to Suck.” (In a denouement Finley would wryly appreciate, the “Lov Gov” has returned from exile to host a point-counterpoint news and opinion show on CNN.)

But Finley’s psychoanalytic spin is startling, or may be to some readers, in light of the profound sexism of Freudian psychoanalysis and in light, too, of  the accusation sometimes brought against psychoanalysis that it is, at best, apolitical and, at worst, conservative. There are a couple of things to say here. First, to the extent that the language of psychoanalysis is now a shared cultural vocabulary, such that people who have never read a page of Freud can refer to “penis envy” or the “Oedipus complex” without a second thought, Finley is simply speaking a common language. But there is also nothing “simple” about her feminist reuse of psychoanalytic concepts. If you are looking for Freudian or feminist orthodoxy, look somewhere else. Finley, like many other feminists, is picking and choosing from a psychoanalytic tool kit, the better to unravel some of Freud’s own assumptions about the meaning of sexual difference. At the same time, it is clear that she also believes that psychoanalysis offers a precious resource for telling, retelling, and making sense of the emotional lives of individuals and whole societies.

And radioactive half-lives too. For Finley is interested in how memory and history live on in the present, touching down on and between bodies. Emotions are a form of embodied history. By speaking/performing trauma, Finley insistently bears witness to the ways unprocessed emotions—feelings that are not worked through but are instead pushed off onto others—form and deform public political possibilities.

Trauma is certainly the keyword to the final piece in this collection, “The Jackie Look.” It is performed as a lecture on trauma, with Finley—dressed to the nines as Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis—standing at a lectern and imaginatively taking her audience to the Society of Photographic Education in Dallas,  where she/“Jackie” has been invited to give a talk on the activity of “looking at or gazing at trauma.” The Society actually exists; its first annual conference was held in 1963, surely not a coincidence, but in Chicago. Dallas, scene of the imagined and performed lecture, is both real and not real: as place and placeholder, the city of Dallas condenses the “real” events of November 22, 1963, as well as their traumatic afterlife in American consciousness.

Finley performed “The Jackie Look” for the first time at the 2009 Society of Photographic Education, which took place in Dallas. I first saw “The Jackie Look” in a workshop version at New York University’s Hemispheric Institute. This institutional context brought me to wonder whether she was performing as professor (and Finley is herself a professor at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts), sending up professors, or opening up and questioning the act of professing to the truth more generally. Yes, yes, and yes.

With the events of Dealey Plaza as her backdrop, Finley’s Jackie, that professor of traumatology, outlines her lecture. She will go back over her own past traumas with us, sharing photographic mementos of all she had and all she lost, photos that are now also part of the collective memories of American national life: Caroline on her pony; John-John in short pants saluting his father’s passing coffin; and, oh, Jackie O, in that blood-stained dress, red-black on pink. But if Jackie walks these fields of trauma with us, for us, she does so for a greater purpose:I didn’t come here just to reminisce on my accomplishments in grief and styling trauma. I am here to  consider transformation from trauma and to release our national images of trauma.

But how do we do this? How do we honor and never forget?

Our nation building is founded on trauma, violence, domination, and death.





Finley is here drawing on Freud’s classic conception of trauma as a kind of repetition compulsion in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (a text from which she also draws her references to the “death instinct” in “George and Martha”). The traumatic event we do not confront, process, come to some understanding of, is an event we continue to experience—through recurring nightmares, say, or by handing off our unprocessed experience to someone else. Individuals and whole nations can pass off trauma, and war is one organized form for this handing off, this passing on. The traumatic violence is repeated, re-enacted, but at someone else’s address. Think again of President Bush’s rush to close the books on grief and convert the energy of trauma into the prosecution of war.

The compulsion to repeat an event is due to the fact that, on some profound level, it was not experienced—which is to say: understood or comprehended—the first time round. If traumatic repetition offers a way, in the present, to experience something that happened in the past—as if for the very first time—then trauma warps linear time. The proper sequencing of past and present, first and second, original and performance, is called into question. Trauma emerges, then, as a kind of rupture in time and in history. Something has happened, but what and to whom and with what meaning?

Finley s genius, a word I do not use lightly, is to bring the charge of performance to the charge of trauma; they meet on the field of repetition. In a famous and field-forming essay on performance, Richard Schechner famously posited, “Performance means: never for the first time. It means: for the second to the nth time. Performance is ‘twice-behaved behavior.” 3 This is so because performance relies on a repertoire of behaviors, symbolic codes, bodily possibilities that precede any given enactment. Social actors—whether on the theatrical stage or in the theater of everyday life—do not invent out of whole cloth but draw on shards of shared memories, possibilities, grids of legibility.

Like performance, trauma is “never for the first time,” too. Crucially, trauma is also ever for the first time—until such time as “what happened” is given to meaning, folded into the history of our relations with others, of our interdependence with others and with other times. Finley channels Jackie so as to set us—her audience, her students, her traumatized descendants—the following challenge: How do we move forward with the past without remaining in its grip as some sort of recurring nightmare or ongoing destiny? When Finley-as-Jackie offers reminiscences to the audience, this falling back is performed as a way to move forward differently in time, to repeat toward a different future.

“The Jackie Look” suggests that our culture of image and spectacle poses blockages to our ability to bear witness to trauma, where witnessing has the  sense of grasping and being newly grasped by meaning. And yet despite this piece’s focus on looking and gazing (it’s called “The Jackie Look,” after all), it is ultimately Finley’s voice that pierces the air and the ear. In the final section of “The Jackie Look,” the little girl voice through which Finley has uncannily resurrected Jackie Kennedy Onassis transforms into a howling moan of protest, grief, accusation. As she talks about her daughter Caroline’s abbreviated candidacy for the US Senate seat vacated by Hillary Rod-ham Clinton and the media’s attention to Caroline’s habit of sprinkling her speeches with “you know,” the “you knows” accumulate fresh force at the level of meaning:But her you knows have a deeper underlying meaning. This utterance, you know, which is associated with an earlier era, a time that defined Caroline. Perhaps she says you know, for we do know her, her trauma that informs her service and awareness.





The “you knows” increase in volume, speed, and emotional impact as Finley’s Jackie hits a keening pitch:But perhaps we need to listen closer, perhaps she is saying YOU NO.

You, No. You. No. Don’t come any closer. Don’t take my picture. Don’t look at me. Don’t come closer. That is why the public pushed her away. She wouldn’t be a Kennedy like I was a Kennedy—she wouldn’t allow us into the gaze. She won’t be her mother. She won’t be a Kennedy.





It’s a spine-tingling moment that shatters the settled contract through which “we” agree not to see or know what we know.

So much of Finley’s work has this quality: a sudden acceleration of emotional pitch and sound, which transcends speech itself to reveal what lies beneath the hum of the everyday. An image floats back in: one of the drawings that illustrate “George & Martha.” It’s a sketch of the contents of Martha Stewart’s consciousness (she’s the “Martha” in “George and Martha,” natch). The banalities include a gingerbread house, a bunch of tarragon, a carrot with just the right amount of root still attached, a nest of fresh eggs at the ready. These items surround—halo—the words, “I know.” This is what Martha Stewart knows as living.

Throughout The Reality Shows, Finley asks us, teases us, cajoles us to lean in, listen closer. What will we know or dare? In her stunning use of her body and her voice, and in her nearly shamanistic capacity to conjure other people and other times into fresh life, Finley shows us how deeply, viscerally, emotions matter in public life. In these pages, Karen Finley walks us back through numerous national traumas, a recollection of memory that is also a remaking of the possibilities of collective life.

After all, why settle for making love, when you, I, we can remake it?






 MAKE LOVE

 Introduction

 

On September 13, 2001, I read an article in the New York Times. The feature included a photo of Guernica by Picasso. The article was written by several staff arts writers and was about creating art amid sorrow. I kept the article with me for a year. On September 13, 2001, I wrote the poem at the end of this performance. After 9/11, I decided to write about my experience, thinking of myself as both an artist and a historical recorder: I was working two blocks away from the World Trade Center and was on my way to work to read the final galleys of a book I was editing when the planes hit.

Soon after the attack I was struck by the fragmentation, the splitting of personalities, and the projections of a nation’s fears onto New Yorkers. Although the national tragedy was real and the world was made uncertain, this national tragedy became a site for the transference of unresolved childhood losses, fears. The need people felt to love and give to New York—on top of their own very real responses to the attack, the death, the horror—became an emotional overload. And I apologize, for I feel my language skills are insufficient,  and my words trivialize an impact that goes beyond words.

I originally created a performance called “The Distribution of Empathy. There was understandably resistance to the performance, to even having it performed or produced. Problems occurred that I believe came out of a psychic avoidance of the topic. Eventually I was able to perform the piece at the Cutting Room on West Twenty-Fourth Street in New York City. The performance was in a cabaret room with a small stage. Food and drinks were served. The chef created the Ground Zero Hero sandwich and other delicacies. I would start the performance by walking through the audience, and they would give their firsthand accounts of witnessing 9/11. I only performed the piece on Tuesdays. Tuesday was still sacred, for 9/11 was on a Tuesday.

Gary Indiana, the writer, told us the story of how his brother was supposed to have been the pilot on the plane that went into the Pentagon. But his brother changed his flight schedule because he had to move that day. For a day, Gary thought his brother was dead. Hearing stories like that in this small, intimate room was profound and cathartic. Usually at the end of one of these performances the audience would be in tears.

On the small stage was a beautiful grand piano. Since my father was a percussionist, and because of my love of pianos, I would not have the piano moved for my performance. I started using the piano in my performance. I changed the performance, and had “The Star Spangled Banner sung and played. I would at first invite friends to sing; we would rise as an audience  to sing the national anthem. I was aware of the tension, the resistance to standing for the anthem, the political conflict involved in displaying patriotism, the feeling that it was just a performance, and yet the feeling that artists also make up the country.

Eventually I had a singer perform “The Star Spangled Banner, and I decided to refer to music throughout the performance. I noticed my mind clinging to rhyme and music during and following the attack. I recalled that after my father committed suicide, my mother would think in rhyme to ground herself while she was in shock.

I felt people resisting me when I performed the piece. Part of it was not wanting to be reminded about 9/11. But I felt a different resistance, mostly when I was out of the city. I brought the performance to InterAct Theatre Company in Philadelphia. The close proximity of Philadelphia to New York made the piece work. I then brought the performance to Kunsthalle in Bergen, Norway; to New York University; to Hallwalls in Buffalo, New York; to Berkeley Repertory Theatre in California; and to the Big Rodeo Festival in Calgary, Canada.

I felt that the performance was staying on one level: the audience couldn’t decide whether or not they felt sorry for me. I really didn’t care whether they felt sorry for me—or about the confusion in American politics at the time, the confusion about being an American, or the loaded implication of being against or for the war.

As well, I had to face the fact that Karen Finley got in the way. I realized that as a performer, Karen Finley, my public self or my created self, is viewed as  having a certain sense of justice. This feeling about the character “Karen Finley can be about someone’s personal causes—whether the person is Jesse Helms or a part of the liberal Left. Somehow, in this performance, when I am fragmenting and taking on different emotional levels, some people see it as self-indulgent, as if I were only referring to myself. The audience was not willing to transfer the emotional burden to me as Karen Finley, or share with me.

The title “The Distribution of Empathy was about a population giving—deciding to give emotionally—as a source of power. The emotional power is schadenfreude, the joy in hearing others’ misery. The reverse emotion is envy, which is experiencing pain in the pleasure of others. Both emotions go together. If there is envy present, there is also schadenfreude present. I felt that my performance provoked anxiety, and the audience’s resistance to handling these emotions was not breaking through. I decided to use a classic method of displacement. A way to control the fear is to transfer the emotion to an imaginary creature, just as children do to monsters under beds, big bad wolves, or enemies. What was happening emotionally in the performance was avoidance.

I decided to use drag and impersonation. I decided to use Liza Minnelli, a known New York City archetype, a phenomenon. Liza, as an imaginary creature, a goddess, a diva to project onto and live through, to experience through her. Liza, as a parody, as an artistic device to make information less threatening. Drag and being Liza, is a safe, distanced way to experience a too terrifying world, a hatred one wants to avoid. Liza becomes a symbol of a safety zone in between our  dangerous feelings and our neurotic defenses; it saves the audience from feeling a hysterical paralysis.

“Make Love is a cabaret-driven, lounge-style act that channels Liza Minnelli in song, dance, glamour, and glitter. The “divaness of Liza, an iconic New Yorker, becomes the place to throw our pathos, hilarity, mockery, taboos about 9/11, and the current chaos of our nation. The unparalleled vicissitudes of Liza’s life are the backdrop to witnessing the fascination and revelation of a New Yorker struggling to make sense of it all, or to perform through it all. With piano, torch singing, and myself as narrator, the performance slips in and out of a New York multiple personality disorder (the neurotic tendencies of self-obsession) while trying to process this national tragedy and the current political climate. My reference to Liza Minnelli in the performance is a complex amalgam of pee-in-the-pants humor, pain, and compassionate outpourings of sorrow.
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 (The audience is seated in a lounge atmosphere. The piano player comes out dressed in Bob Mackie drag, in reference to Liza Minnelli. He plays a medley of lounge-style tunes that turns into a medley of American war tunes. The singer enters. He is also in sequins-and-glitter Liza drag. While he sings, the stage fills with Liza interpreters. Liza is a concept. Liza is a way of life. Liza is a program. Liza is an emotional processing system for coping. Liza with hip replacement, Cabaret Liza, child Liza, rehab Liza, sixties Liza. Each Liza then says her version of: )

 

It was such a beautiful day for a tragedy.

 

(An interpretation of “On a Clear Day” is sung and played. The Lizas sit down except for the piano player, singer, and me, also as Liza. I breathe in and out and giggle like Liza: )

 

Don’t you wish for the time when the problem was, “Who is sucking Clinton’s dick!!” Please, someone for world peace, suck this president! Is there an intern in the house?!

 

I would like to start with tonight’s specials: Manhattans or Big Apple Martinis. Tonight’s appetizer: Dead Man’s Fingers in dipping sauce. The fingers are breaded crab claws with a Dijon or horseradish sauce. We have a Ground Zero Hero. I wish it were vegan but it isn’t. The hero is cut up nicely for any of you concerned with a mess on your lap. For dessert we have Bombs Away sundaes: blueberries and strawberries over vanilla ice cream.




Emotional Fallout 

You are going to die when you are going to die. When it’s your time to die it’s your turn to die. You could be next. You could be next in line. This was the reassurance I was paying for from my taxi driver. This was the sensitive nuance applied to my approach to La Guardia.

 

Hello. Hello. Yes, may I have a taxi to the airport? And yes, can you please be sure to send me a driver who will predict my death on the plane? None available? They are all taken? Well, then, I just want a driver who will consider the possibility of me crashing.

 

Yep. It could happen again. My driver instructs me. There is nothing you can do about it if it is your turn to die.

 

You won’t see me going on that plane.

 

I look out the window. I can’t believe I am hearing this. First I stop breathing and then I hyperventilate.  Then I do the reverse routine, which is to make anything into comedy.

 

I feel if only I can get to Woodstock (“By the time I get to Woodstock on the piano, voice going into a trance.) I can get myself an appointment for a high colonic to relieve the stress of the tragedy and if there are no appointments available I will settle for a wheatgrass enema and if I hurry I will be in time for the organic pumpkins in the open-air market. I have my yoga mat under my arm. The yoga mat is in my uterus. My uterus is my yoga mat. My yoga mat is in my uterus. I have National Public Radio in my pussy. I have Terry Gross in my vulva. I have my sea salt mask scrub exfoliate deep tissue acupuncture chiropractic raw food bar shiatsu massage and a mani pedi and I will buy a selection of Birkenstocks in teal cranberry charcoal and sage and the candles rosemary-thyme-roselavender -marigold of aromatherapy will take the edge off . . . NO matter what has happened I am the kind of woman who will bring her hostess a gift—I don’t care what tragic event has happened I will bring both a bottle of white and red wine. And we all go to the liquor store to get liquored up. I think this is a good enough reason to drink. I think September 11 is the time to go off the program. Liquor up. All of Manhattan is escaping to the liquor store. And the bottles are placed in silver bags. (Demonstrate with silver bags so I have a Twin Tower in each hand.) Everyone in the store holds Twin Towers in their arms. Please take me to Bellevue. Please. I promise I didn’t know New York City’s water supply reservoir is in Woodstock so the area is surrounded by the National Guard—from one militarized zone to another militarized zone. Right at home.
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I couldn’t put the silver Twin Tower replicas on the dinner table of my host and say, “Hi. I know you saw the towers hit but here is a little reminder.” I couldn’t but David solved the problem and put a toy plane on the two towers.

 

We spent that night telling Bin Laden jokes. (Last verse to “Woodstock sung.)

 

I gave cutaway closeup grimaces out the taxi window. I opened my eyes wide, and darted them crosswise. The backseat became an analyst couch the backseat became my lover’s bed the backseat became nothing but scents of leather oxblood a giant pair of boots.

 

If you want to fuck me I need a pair of boots size nine and a leather jacket.

 

Oh yes, Surrealism came out of World War I. Abstract-Expressionism came out of World War II. Jazz came out of slavery. Butoh came out of Hiroshima. Punk rock came out of someone somewhere hating someone’s father.

 

IT ISN’T “COULD IT HAPPEN AGAIN”—IT IS THAT IT WILL HAPPEN AGAIN. IT IS ONLY WHEN.

 

The taxi driver swings past the empty airport parking lot. So you REALLY want to go on the plane? There is no one in the parking lot. The only cars left are from  people who aren’t alive to claim them. Think about it. I could be the last person you have a meaningful conversation with.

 

You are so right, Mr. Sensitivity. You are a joy of a human being. Thanks for reminding me that I might crash, that someday I will die, that someday people I love will die—and the only emotion you offer me is to live vicariously through your cruelty? Aggressiveness? Hostility? Which is then my own inverted sadism inverted hostility which is my self-loathing, self-hatred—but let’s keep it simple. I want to die. I want to die. Just not now.

 

LOOK I AM NOT WEARING A SEAT BELT and I take full responsibility just like Princess Di did. Now that was a woman who wanted to die.

 

I was so fucking exhausted that I was not able to overextend and fuse into the taxi driver’s life. I had to set boundaries. I had to stay on my resolution from the eleventh of no more living other’s lives. I wasn’t going to be codependent in the taxi. Live his life be his mother be his confessor be his bank account be his penis be his heart, so instead I decided to intellectualize. Rather, I promised myself that I would intellectualize this moment as soon as I got through security.




Security 

In front of me in line waiting to go through security is a woman—let’s start this again . . . In line in front of me is a kangaroo and she has boxing gloves on and  she can’t get the boxing gloves off to go through security and she is telling her friend, a quagga—What’s a quagga?? Let me tell you. A quagga is an extinct zebra-like creature. Like any other decent creative person I had a sideline creative project that was carrying me through this stress, and this project was making a quilt out of extinct creatures painted on handmade paper from Croatia, in a slightly creamy peach color.

 

Quagga’s brother, the Lesser Bilby, an extinct rodent, was to have taken one of the plane bombs, the tragedy plane, but as he was always late he never made it. And now they liked his lateness. And her other friend, a miniature Minotaur, went out of the tower for a smoke just as the plane crashed. So they will never complain about his smoking again; in fact they think it will be a very good idea to start up. There are a few things that have lowered in importance: flossing. Honey, did you floss? No, I am sorry but flossing isn’t what it used to be. Honey, I know the air smells like burning Hell but you still have to floss. Another small detail I don’t care about anymore is cell phones ringing. Gee, that is a big bad evildoer, those nasty cell phones. So, please, during this show answer your phones. Make a call. Oh, my show is ruined because the phone rang. Arrest that man. The cell phone is disturbing the peace? Bad phone. Bad man. Bad talk.

 

All of our carry-on is looked through by security. Security. Oh, I can’t wait to be searched. I can’t wait to be publicly probed for bombs. Searching my skin, the folds of my body, under my breasts, up my thighs.  In my ass. Up my ass. Oh, in my ass. My shit is explosive. My shit is terror. My shit, my bowels are explosions, ready to detonate.

 

Kangaroo and Quagga had World Trade Center salt and pepper shakers wrapped in newspaper. I overlook and see that the paper is the New York Times daily two-page spread of obituaries from the World Trade Center. Kangaroo says to Quagga that the paper will make a nice souvenir. Someday it would be a collectible and worth something. These are not the times to ignore capital gains.

 

Quagga responds to Kangaroo with:

 

THE EMOTIONAL AND SPIRITUAL GROWTH POTENTIAL OF THIS ACT OF WAR CAN DO MORE THAN JUST GENERATE EMOTIONAL PROFIT.

 

Kangaroo knows her friend well and shares this sentiment.

 

I AM SO GLAD SOMETHING GOOD CAN COME OUT OF THIS TRAGEDY. MAYBE THIS CAN CHANGE THE CITY FOR THE BETTER.

 

Kangaroo and Quagga were happy with themselves, as if they knew the victims personally and that gave them a feeling of superiority—for they HAD THE SHOW. They were writing the show they were writing the premise they were writing the miniseries they were writing the ad campaign they were writing the in-kind services they were writing the product endorsement and I decided that the only revenge I could get was to put them in my art later and that is what I am doing now, but somewhere there is resentment somewhere there is the premise that they hold with an emotional investment with this national proclamation of the well intentioned:
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THIS HORRIBLE TRAGIC EVENT WILL EVENTUALLY MAKE THINGS BETTER.

 

Well yes, I had a story too but I wasn’t going to use it now for I had promised myself that I would intellectualize the moment.

 

RATIONALIZATION OF TRAGEDY EXTENDS AND FURTHERS GRIEF IN ITS PATHETIC ATTEMPT TO ASSUME CONTROL WITH UNCONTROLLABLE IDEAS.

 

We are entering the plane now and hold on to our fear the fear is here a smile make the smile a smile make the grin make the teeth make I look and I know I look New York look at me I am New York don’t look at me you don’t want to look at New York ok look I am seething at your remarks when really I know that you are just trying to come to terms with why you never came to New York to make it, that you never took the risk, the plunge, and it doesn’t even have to be New York it can be the New York metaphor the dream that goes hand in hand with being part of New York living in New York is a character trait, a state of mind, a neurotic tendency an archetype all its own. And I know how humble and modest you are and how family-orientated, that you know God better than me, made the  better decisions than me. I am your anxiety . . . and the destruction and lives lost in the Big Apple become a trigger point for some people who were never able to try out their dreams, do what they wanted with their talents, make their dreams happen. The dream factor is also the fear factor. When the Big Apple falls we feel assured that we made the right decision in not doing that with our lives for that was the fear all along.

 

I had peace of mind for a moment and enjoyed my self-righteousness that I had made sense out of tragedy and maybe my higher education was worth something after all.

 

I wished I could be like other people and feel comfortable in jeans.

 

Walking onto the plane I see Kangaroo and Quagga. They are holding a baby. And I realize I have this all wrong. Kanga and Quagga are a lesbian couple who were in New York at our fertility clinics. I was ready to live their life that they hadn’t lived anyway for I could live their life be their life in a way that wasn’t their life. Kanga has the baby and Quagga is smiling at baby and the plane is überbabywelt. Baby rests on Kanga’s shoulder. Baby is the baby of a Muslim woman passenger. She is traditionally dressed in a burqa. She has two babies. One must be just over a year and the other is a newborn. Kanga and Quagga are helping the Muslim woman get to her seat, a mother, another mother. The stewardesses are in a panic, they don’t even notice that she doesn’t have a  car seat for either of the babies. The passengers watch when Kanga hands the mother her baby. Kangaroo turns to Quagga and says—joking as if she is telling her favorite Bin Laden lightbulb joke—

 

“YES, I WAS CARRYING THE BABY AND THE BOX-CUTTERS ARE IN THE DIAPERS!”

 

 

I am now seated in the same row as the Muslim mother and her babies. She doesn’t look at me.

 

“Did you bring a car seat for the baby?” the stewardess asks. “You won’t be able to fly with both babies in your lap. You are going to have to get off the flight.”

 

May I take care of your baby, I ask? So I sit next to her and hold her newborn. I put my hand in the diaper bag and everyone looks and sighs with relief when my hand returns with a bottle and not a bomb, a genie, a country, a plane, hatred. I give the baby a bottle, pat and rock the baby to sleep as the mother tells me she already misses her home in New York City.

 

Everyone tries not to stare out at the skyline but instead looks ahead.

 

A moment where everyone was trying to remember a missing address, a missing parent’s face, the hand of your first love. Trying to see the towers in the sky like on a rerun of Friends like on a rerun of The Nanny like on the bus like eleven like twins like Popsicles like two fingers like two legs.
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I hold the baby close and look out at the heavens.

 

(To the music of “On a Jet Plane”)

 

And think 
Someone’s baby 
Everyone’s child 
I looked out to the heavens 
I looked out into blue 
Oh blue 
How blue oh true blue 
Oh spacious skies 
Oh baby oh baby blue

 

(An interpretation of “On a Jet Plane played and sung)

 

So when you call me and tell me I should be so grateful to God should go pray to God get on my knees get on my knees be thankful to God for I know you know God better than me, you are closer to God than me, live a life that God approves of more than me, have better values than me. And your pity and charity and kindness are disguised envy, your disguised bitterness, but I just take it.

 

Just take it. For we are New Yorkers. We know OUR job. We know OUR role. We don’t have time for this rural, small-time, petty bullshit. You are still telling me to pray. I should pray for my life for my brother-in-law’s life who worked in the World Trade Center that I wasn’t walking past at that moment that I didn’t know that I was safe my daughter was safe and 

I burst into tears 
For it was someone’s daughter someone’s brother—
Someone’s sister 
Someone’s mother 
Someone’s father 
Someone’s child 
Someone’s baby 
Everyone’s child.




The Discovery in the Safety of the Past 

When I looked up at the fire the plane the explosion I saw my father’s red head of hair with blood gushing out of his brain I saw I saw the suicide bomber as my father the suicide bomber at that moment looking up we still at first thought it was an accident that is what they call suicide at first at first at first we thought it was all an accident so I looked up and saw my father’s brain and felt felt and felt.

 

When I looked up I saw my father’s head exploding.

 

When I heard the tower fall I heard my father’s body slam against the cold cement. When I heard the tower fall I felt my heart leave my body as we ran as we ran that was easy that was easy and peaceful for I have been running my whole life, running my whole life from the fear with the fear.

 

The real true fear after the attack is repressed fear, personal private fear emotionally reawakened or generational emotional fear legacies finally manifested in this horror. In our expressed collective grief we can  now without guilt express our own personal childhood terrors of abandonment and abuse in the safety of disguise known as national mourning.

 

As the people ran past me running for their lives for the first time I felt peace I felt my internal fear for my life my internal panic now externalized and from then on everyone looked how I have always felt.

 

And as I stood in Lower Manhattan with the thousands of us running and even if coming here was against our will America was built and grows from fear. And it is the strength of our people in overcoming all of our obstacles that we are strong, through trials and tribulations, through drought, thick and thin, through the kicked out and in we have seen fear in our hearts on our backs fear in our face fear in our homes fear in our bodies fear stories told to us from boats in chains, from tenements, plantations and ragged feet, from the back of the bus to the end of the line to the changing of the names to no need to apply.

 

Our projections as a nation of living with fear. Our leaders. Our fears heightened with national security so we are in national bondage, our country is a national S&M torture chamber. The heightened alerts—THE HIGH ALERTS. Our president only feels potent when he is on the brink of killing—the tension of the violence—the fear I recognize THE FEAR I SMELL AND RECALL THE FEAR OF BEING KIDNAPPED AND TORTURED THE FEAR OF BEING ON THE BRINK OF DEATH AND EROTICIZED BY MY KIDNAPPER THE FEAR I FELT AS YOU WERE ABOUT  TO PUT THE GUN TO MY HEAD THE KNIFE TO MY EYE AND I SEE THE LOOK ON YOUR FACE I KNOW THAT FACE I KNOW THE DELIGHT IN RUMSFELD TOO WELL I KNOW THE LOOK OF TOO HAPPY TOO COCKY OUR LEADERS SEE THE COUNTRY AS THE WET PUSSY READY TO CLAMP DOWN CHAIN CHAIN CHENEY DICK CHENEY . . . AND LOSE IDENTITY I SEE THE SEXUAL TRINITY OF BUSH COLIN AND DICK DICK DICK CHAINNNNEY CHANEY WITH THE GIN MILL OF RUM RUM RUM RUMSFELD—ABOUT TO PISTOL-WHIP ME FOR THEY NEED THE FEAR TO GET IT UP—SO HAPPY IN A UNIFORM BUSH’S MOTHER HE WAS TOLD WAS THE FATHER OF THE COUNTRY—BARBARA IS THE FATHER OF THE COUNTRY AND HE WAS NEVER GOOD ENOUGH—HUMILIATED NEVER GOOD ENOUGH TO BE A BUSH ONLY C-MINUS BUSH HATES AMERICA FOR HIS MOTHER IS AMERICA HIS MOTHER IS THE FATHER OF THE COUNTRY HE IS GOING TO DESTROY THIS COUNTRY THAT TOOK AWAY HIS FATHER LOVE FROM HIM HE IS GOING TO DESTROY THIS COUNTRY BY HAVING THE WAR BY BEING A GOOD DRY DRUNK AND PUT US IN INTERNATIONAL DEBT LIKE ALL GOOD ALCOHOLICS DO FOR THE COUNTRY AND LIKE ALL GOOD ADDICTS DO THEY LOVE TO FIGHT THEY LOVE A GOOD DRUNKEN DISORDERLY FIGHT AND THEY TAKE IT OUT ON THEIR FAMILY HIS FAMILY HE TAKES IT OUT ON HIS NEIGHBORS AND HATES HIMSELF SO MUCH HE IS THE EVILDOER WHEN BUSH TALKS ABOUT SADDAM HE IS TALKING ABOUT HIMSELF SADDAM HUSSEIN IS HIS SHADOW SADDAM HUSSEIN IS HIM HE IS THE MAN WITH THE WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION WHO IS OUT OF CONTROL HURTING HIS OWN PEOPLE IN ORDER TO FEEL POTENT HAS TO BE ON THE BRINK OF WAR IT’S HIS CRACK IT’S HIS HIGH GETTING UP EVERY MORNING TO GET HIS FIX OF GOING INTO THE BAD NEIGHBORHOOD OF THE SOUTH BRONX WITH BROTHER COLIN POWELL AND IT MUST FEEL GOOD GETTING HIGH PRESIDENT AND CONDOLEEZZA—HE WISHES HE WAS IN THE AFTER-HOURS BAR SITTING WITH HIM WATCHING GET SO EXCITED IN THE TAVERN TOOTING IN THE BATHROOM WATCHING GUNSMOKE—WHY DOESN’T HE COME OUT AND JOIN THE EULENSPIE-GEL SOCIETY—THE OLD EUROPE—YES FRANCE AND GERMANY KNOW—THIS IS AN ISSUE THAT CAN BE SOLVED WITH A STRAP-ON—BUSH CAN’T WAIT TO BE SURROUNDED BY MEN IN UNIFORMS DYING FOR HIM—HE CAN’T WAIT FOR POOR WHITES AND STRAPPING BLACK MEN DYING FOR HIM DYING FOR THE COUNTRY AND REMEMBER HIS MOTHER IS THE FATHER OF THE COUNTRY.
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All of New York had become nice overnight or over-day. It was terrifically inconvenient and terrifying and not good for sales. I was in the Midwest and was doing my best to wait for the concierge—well that is my word—and so I tried politely, waiting as if I am from Wisconsin, or Michigan, somewhere on a Great Lake, waiting. I am dressed in ice-blue leather pants with an iridescent trim with a matching not exact mind you jacket with poodle collar cuffs and a shiny mirrored bag with the crotch open with little clitorises made by NYPD from World Trade Center rubble and a patch worn on my cunt that reads

 

HOT PUSSY ON FIRE—NYFD—

 

And I am spoken to, “Nice pants—where did you get them?”

 

Not here in this cow town in this sage-green Birken-stock town of no shaving NO I DO NOT want to come to your home for dinner NO I DO NOT want to be your friend.

 

No, in New York we do not JUST DROP BY WE DO NOT JUST go over to each other’s homes and visit—we do not just drop by—we don’t hang out—we do not JUST hang out in New York—no, I don’t want to know you no I don’t want to be your friend.

 

Hello, can you please help me? I am in a state of terror in high alert—I am in the state of mid-America can you please—now I have an idea for you—want to help—want to help out New York? Can’t make it over don’t know what to do—start being New York. That’s right—take off the mauve. Take off the beige take off the last year, the flannel—shave—we don’t do sweatpants.

 

Can you please get me a room now and save me a New York Times instead of USA Today? (to the music, “These Are a Few of My Favorite Things”) USA Today is not a paper!! USA Today is not a paper. You call this service? Towels more towels more call waiting and two lines and a fax. No I am not here for pleasure. No I don’t want to see your town no I don’t want to see where you live no I don’t need to see it for myself I would not be here for pleasure no I do not want to see  your two-block art neighborhood will you get off of the phone and get me my key get me a real newspaper you call this a headline you call this a newspaper? You call this journalism? You call this an arts section? You call this art? You call this fashion? You call this looking good? You call this fun? You call this crowded? You call this an opening? You call this culture? You call this taste? You call this busy? I am relaxed. This is relaxed. This is not aggressive. This is not aggressive. What do you mean you don’t serve after 9:00 p.m.?—what do you mean the town is closed after 9:00 and on Monday? You call this a cup of coffee? You call this a piece of pizza? You call this theater? You call this a haircut? You call this service? What do you mean I can’t get a taxi? What do you mean I can’t get a drink? You call this a college town? You call this a university town? You call this civilization? You call this a town? How can you live here?

 

(Singer and piano: Interpretation of “These Little Town Blues.”)

 

I went to my room and there was an email from a journalist from the Wall Street Journal wanting to interview me about the drama—the art direction of the World Trade Center attack compared to the art direction of the attack on the Pentagon.

 

He had read my article for the Village Voice—“Straight Woman’s Guide to Gay Male Sex”—and he thought I would be a good person to talk to.

 

What was I to say?

 

Because there were two?

 

It was bigger?

 

It was higher in the sky?

 

Since Abbie Hoffman tried to levitate the Pentagon . . .

 

No. I did not ask to have the article sent to me when it came out. I get another call on my other line, my friend talking about anthrax at Rockefeller Center.

 

Hello, yes, just a minute—I am talking to my friend about her antibiotic prescription and then oh, yes I did get your email about the dramatic art direction of the crash. Why don’t you talk to Eric Bogosian he saw the whole thing from his window, I talked to him all about it or, or better, Richard Serra. (Addresses audience) I felt that sculptors weren’t given enough opportunity in the press.

 

I paused and for a moment I felt detachment, and that this conversation would be appreciated at the next Whitney Biennial.

 

I look out the window and on the marquee of the state theater where I was to perform was: Now playing: Karen Finley and Apocalypse Now.




Distribution of Empathy 

(“Strange Fruit on blues piano:)

 

TELL ME TELL ME TELL ME YOU ARE ALRIGHT 
TELL ME TELL ME TELL ME YOU ARE ALRIGHT 
TELL ME THAT EVERYONE YOU KNOW IS SAFE 
TELL ME YOU WILL TAKE CARE OF HER

 

My body has three thousand people dusted on me and we smell their bodies burning and I pray when I take a shower and I pray when I wash my hands for their body is burned on us burned burned dusted dusted and somewhere there is god and someone is god and and and

And some trees bare a strange fruit. 
Blood on the leaves 
Blood on the root 
Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh 
Sudden smell of burning flesh

 

and people are running like the world has ended but there is love in ways that you will never know there was love and concern in a way that I have only read about and it is such a beautiful day it was such a beautiful day.

 

And yes we want to die that is the point but just not now and the women are wearing bikinis urging the men on and on and on and all the men are running to help and all the restaurants stay open and all the trucks send cell batteries send boots and for days all of the sweats all of our men all of the women helping Dan Rather is crying and we are eleven crying all the time and we are all having fucking terrorist sex fucking terrorist sex fucking—I just want to fuck your face away—I just want to fuck your memory away—I just want to fuck the pain away—I just want to fuck the fear away—I just want to fuck the suffering away—I just want to fuck the burning away—I just want to fuck the hate away—and we all take lovers and we all all all want the desire the sex the heat passion fuckhot heat want no name no name sex fuck we all know someone know someone and we all have a story and we all live on the island and we all love god—your body goes down the drain—and I can’t wait to go to the club the after-hours club called Ground Zero and I am fucking firemen and policemen SAVE ME SAVE ME in the caverns and there are seven floors below and there are subways and there is liquor and the days and nights are warm and we all love each other and we women come down to do our share of healing our men and whisper in the ears fantasies of times before this before this:
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Silk moist panties (to “Is That All There Is?”) 
Fan on my wet spot 
And blow the taste 
Of semen, sweet grass and gone bad love 
Everything smells like fucking 
Oh, sweet sweet fucking

 

Get me in that subway 
Heat, flesh 
Bodies so close like orgy

 

Get me in that elevator 
Alone, stranger 
See I’m not wearing panties

 

Get me on the veranda 
So I can get a closer look at you 
Pulling on what makes you a man

 

With windows wide open 
I hear your moans and play with myself 
Till we come at the same time.

 

Please can you kiss? Please can you kiss each other? Sometimes all you can do is kiss. (I ask the audience to kiss. We stop and watch audience members kiss. The Lizas start kissing and hugging the audience.)

 

Liza? Do you kiss? (I say it to the singer)

 

Singer, Liza #1: He said the only time I have sex with you is when I hate myself.

 

Karen, Liza #3: And so you responded like any well-adjusted adult with

 

My place or yours? Let’s get this relationship over with before it even starts.

 

(I speak to the piano player:) Liza, do you kiss?

 

Piano Player, Liza #2: Well you know what they say, you better have fun now for you’ll be dead for a long, long time.

 

Karen, Liza #3: There are two kinds of people.

 

Singer, Liza #1: Size queens.

 

Piano player, Liza #2: And liars.

 

I had done all the shopping I could for my country and thought maybe I should read what I was working on on September 11.

 

(I lean on the piano in a suggestive backbend, flicking my tongue while speaking over the music.)




Insert 

“Why can’t you get married so we can have an affair like other people? She laughed with her head held back arched and she tilted her pelvis with her pubic bone down like she was pressing on his circumcision. He knew what she was doing and he grabbed her mane from behind so her throat now swan stretched his mouth sunk in swimming with swan neck as one. He couldn’t stand it when she mocked him. He pressed his face to hers to hear her breathing her breath that he loved to hear her heart race her blood pump her face in painful pleasure as her panties stretched and pulled her youthful femininity. His hands grabbed her inner leather her eyes rolling back as he pressed himself more into her. She was panting out of breath as he satisfied her.

 

“I don’t know why you won’t even give me an A?” She gasped as if this was the time to ask while he looked at his desire’s eye just before he was to come.

 

He responded with, “The answer to ‘what style of painting is Monet’s Water Lillies? is not SCRAWLED OVER MULTIPLE CHOICE WITH—TEACHER I WANT TO SUCK YOUR COCK!”

 

Her eyes rolled back in place and she stopped seeing double.

 

“I certainly gave you an IMPRESSION! She laughed so uncontrollably that her eyes began to tear. She was mocking him again. She knew how to get to him. How to pull the trigger. Reel him in. Work him.

 

He pulled her face firmly toward him as he held his cock for her to take.

 

Her hair was in her mouth tangled from the laughing and she pulled the strands of tightly wrapped hairs around her tongue as she interrupted the passionate moment with her girlish glee she looked out of the classroom past the chalkboard, the smell of erasers, and empty desks.

 

In her outtake gesture the hair wrapped in her mouth loosened from her tongue and fell down her throat and caused her to choke.

 

(Singer, Liza #1, grabs me and pumps me)

 

Karen, Liza #3: WHY DON’T YOU GO FUCK YOURSELF?

 

 

Singer, Liza #1: That’s what I’m trying to do!

[image: 010]

And then a series of decisions quick and deliberate external and internal events occurred in a rapid pace.

 

As our student was gasping for air you would presume he would help her in her struggle. But remember what turned him on was the sound of her breath as she orgasmed. In an instance he wanted to give her a pleasure of that intensity to release her choking membrane but within an instant he withdrew from her and pushed his engorged instrument full force again into her pussy. He made five knockout punches into her inner cavity and then came.

 

Came together.

 

While she came everything became clear for up to this point she thought she was teacher’s pet because of her personality, her charm, and originality. She would always remember that he didn’t let her die. He had enough practice, control to stop his torture in just enough time. He cleared her throat and even got her a glass of water. (I whisper in singer, Liza #1’s ear to say the following line:)

 

Singer, Liza #1: How does it feel to have your pussy turned into a cunt?

 

She was economical in her response for she already knew that her creative, witty reply would not be appreciated. But she couldn’t resist it and said it for herself.

 

“Why don’t you bring in the principal for sloppy seconds.” She looked up at him.

 

(I whisper a line in Liza’s ear)

 

Singer, Liza #1: Hey don’t look at me like that . . . it gives me a boner. She knew it was getting dangerous. So it was time to bring out the vacant look.

 

(Give a blank stare, a stupid look)

 

He noticed her blank stare and wanted to fuck her again.

 

But the bell rang.

 

Class was over.

 

I am on the plane from Australia and I see the Canadian passport. I think, Oh no, I will have seventeen hours of explaining American foreign policy. Yes he is Canadian but he is also Palestinian and I do listen to his views about American foreign policy. After a few hours I take his hand and say I am sorry, it is a long flight. He then breaks down crying desperate and says, “You don’t understand I am Palestinian but my wife is Jewish and that makes my children Jewish. You don’t understand. You must help. You must help.”

 

I am on the plane from Los Angeles and I sit next to a woman who is emigrating from Vietnam. Her fiancé’s father is an American soldier, his mother Vietnamese. He was orphaned during the war. She is so happy  and loves America. She tells me that I probably know where she is from. Her family lived near the My Lai Massacre. I look at her in horror and tell her I am sorry. I am so sorry. And then I order us both a glass of California chardonnay.

 

I am on the plane and I get every book I can on the Middle East. I have books on Arafat. I realize that the couple seated next to me are survivors of the Holocaust returning to Israel. I decide to put my books under the seat.

 

I sit next to a music teacher from Bedford Stuyvesant High School. As we fly over New York he sings “New York, New York” and he points out the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Brooklyn Bridge, and we see the lights from the World Trade Center. Then he looks down and says there is Union Square and then I remember.

 

As I run down Broadway through Tribeca I run and run till I reach Fourteenth Street and think I am at a safe enough distance to take the subway. I walk down the stairs to the 6 train in front of Virgin Records. And the subway is closed. All subways are closed. I am standing on the stairs and an old man stands in shock.

 

He is in distress. He keeps saying what should I do? What should I do? He tells me that he works at a construction site in Brooklyn—the site overlooks Manhattan right over the Brooklyn Bridge. His daughter worked in the World Trade Center and he saw the  plane hit the tower he saw the plane hit the tower and he tried to jump too. He didn’t know if he should go to Harlem, go to the hospital, go to the World Trade Center. I couldn’t stay for I had a daughter to go to.

 

Do we need to make the story sadder? How close were you? How close were you?

 

(On the table I overturn the silver bags so they are two towers. An orange light projects the shadow of the towers.)




Our Unbearable Grief Our Unbearable Sorrow 

Give us a sign so we can lessen the sorrow Lessen the nausea that overwhelms our belly

 

Give us a sign 
So I can bring my lips to a smile 
To taste the wine of indulgence once again

 

Given a sunny day 
The day too beautiful, the day too blue 
No storms of ice no cold 
To make escape for some possible 
Let me appreciate this with some form of grace

 

For I never want to leave her running again 
Our city of bridges and tunnels 
City of millions 
I never told you how I love your multicolored braids 
and curls 
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Your dancing eyes up all night partying 
Your heart of music and poetry 
Your mind for business schemes and the mob

 

Oh, we all love her 
From the rich and the desperate 
To the middle of the road 
She was arrogant and proud 
In reminding us 
That we were in a city 
That was not afraid to do what you were born to do

 

I confess 
That in this sunny day I do not see mercy 
I confess 
That in this explosion of destruction 
I do not see a creative new day

 

Give me now the strength to see the love of man 
Give me now the act of faith to carry on 
So that the next generation can have one less sleep- 
less night

 

Give me now the act of hope 
To look at you and say 
Yes, there is a future in this nightmare 
For you to be able to come to the city of dreams

 

I know this dancing lady offends many 
She talks loud, buys expensive things and is 
Such a know-it-all 
But when the party is over 
And if she is not there 
There is no party

 

So as I learned from the Irish 
As we drink at our wake of the dead 
Please keep the Apple in your eyes 
By toasting her today 
Buy something outlandish 
Speak out of turn 
Respect your privacy 
Make and enjoy money 
Love art 
Love the finest of everything

 

But remember this is hard for her 
She is not used to being comforted 
Take her hand and comfort her 
She will let you comfort her 
I will let you comfort me 
And I will try not to cry too long 
I promise 
As two hands clasped together 
Were found from two persons 
Clasped together 
Held together 
Giving comfort.




Epilogue 

Last night I dreamed that a huge skyscraper crashed and collapsed. It was filled with artists and art from all continents from all cultures from all over the world. It was a UN of creativity of expression. Every artist was given a plot to create a work of art on. Now, I associate and I see that every artist was given a grave to create a work of art on. Then the building came  tumbling down and that skyscraper was you. That skyscraper was you.

 

Somewhere here is a message 
Somewhere here is a metaphor 
Somewhere here is a cosmic web that makes sense of 
a terrible time.

 

I stay up nights contemplating this 
But nothing ever comes of it.

 

(Music from “On a Jet Plane. Fade.)




Credits 

Karen Finley: Liza #3 
Chris Tanner: Singer, Liza #1 
Lance Cruce: Pianist, Liza #2

 

 

Other Lizas (from the performance at Joe’s Pub, New York):

Dirty Martini: Palladium Liza 
Miss Webb: Cabaret Liza 
Matt Mohr: Rehab Liza 
Flawless Sabrina: What-the-Fuck Liza 
Robert Appleton: Living-the-Legend-Most Liza 
Gary Hayes: Hip Replacement Liza 
Brandon Olsen: Tall Cabaret Liza 
Taylor Mac: Kidney Dialysis Liza 
Violet Overn: Mini Liza 
Sacha Yannow: The Real Thing Liza 
Helen: Abandoned Liza 
Pamela Booker: Rasta Liza 
Bina Sharif: Muslim Liza 
Steven Menedez: Leather Daddy Liza 
Philip Trevino: Better-Late-Than-Never Liza 





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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