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Abstract

This thesis explores the vocal and musical performance of several women artists and
undertakes a cultural analysis of some of their works from a gendered perspective.
The readings examine primarily the meanings of the voice in performances by Tori
Amos, Bjork and Diamanda Galas, as well as a few aspects of avant-garde vocal
performer Fitima Miranda. The cultural interpretation engages with the artists’
musical and visual displays in order to disclose the relationship between the voice and
the gaze, and to argue, thereby, that vocality in musical production becomes a means
for the woman singer to construct her own (self) representation and affirm her
enunciative position as a speaking subject in culture. Within the specific case studies,
an element in the discussion focuses on the centrality of the body and the audience
figuration of the singing body, given that representations are understood as vehicles
for ‘hidden’ messages about the gendered body. The body-source of the voice is
brought into the analysis as a way to enable a set of new meanings associated with the
positioning of the female artist vis-a-vis the representation she performs in her artistic
display. The study is framed by the individual (albeit, in concrete ways, related) ideas
of French feminists Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous and Julia Kristeva, bearing in mind
that Irigaray emerges as the main theorist who informs the research. By engaging
with the thinking of these authors, the research contributes an argument for the
relevance of their concepts, language, and aesthetics to the analysis of women’s vocal
performance. In line with their reconsideration of psychoanalytic and linguistic

categories, as well as Irigaray’s re-conceptualisation of sexual categories, the study



Esther Zaplana Rodriguez 3

develops a theoretical approach from which to examine the cultural dimension of
feminine vocal performance. The analysis is thus situated between psychoanalysis
and postmodern feminist theories, and links the signification of an auditory culture

produced by women to the wider context of a gender politics of (self) representation.
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INTRODUCTION: TOWARDS A THEORY OF

FEMININE VOCAL PERFORMANCE

The heart, warm.

Would love return?

Dancing between the low and the high,
Tender, light,

Shy

In spite of its strength.
Imperceptible

Whatever the passion.

Such a music

Wavering between body and soul,
Between flesh and breath:

A confidence without word.

Only harmony?

(Luce Irigaray, June 19®)!

Poetic writing speaks a suggestive, dislocating language that stretches beyond our
imagination, as if to activate the senses and to fill readers with emotion. Luce
Irigaray’s poem here evokes sound, a welcoming gesture of listening to a music that
inspires warmth and passion, a light melody that is both powerful and elusive and
encompasses something beyond harmony. Music in the poem contains no words, but
wavers between the flesh and the breath and between the body and the soul, low and
high, and would thus seem to allude to a communicative exchange with an other,
invoking an other’s voice. We may think of it as an embodied (singing) voice that
produces a music that touches on something very private and, at the same time,
spiritual. For Irigaray, music is a source of energy and inspiration that enables a

becoming and performs the function of ‘enlivening and making the body subtle’ 2
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In'gafay’s symbolic language seeks to widen our own listening and encourages us to
embrace and listen actively to the voice of the other, as well as the voice that dwells
in us. The airy rhythm that beats through the poem suggests a transformation of its
words and images into what Irigaray terms a ‘vital energy’, a bonding between us

through music, a serene, yet mysterious, intimacy.’

Irigaray explains in the introduction to her collection of poems Everyday Prayers that
the way to arrive at this intimacy implies reaching ‘another subjectivity where
friendship with nature prevails over its domination, and being with over being-above
or below’.* ‘Poetic language’ implies for Irigaray a way of speaking ‘more
appropriate to this work than speculative discourse, where, in part, I talk the other’s
language’, so that new horizons can be opened and the dialogue between the
masculine and feminine cultures preserved. This implies the possibility for a woman
to speak a language in the feminine, ‘letting the other [as man] hear something of the
mystery that I represent for him’.” In my search for the cultural meanings of
contemporary feminine music and vocal performance, Irigaray’s ideas on the
development of a culture of two, the masculine and the feminine, and the dialogic
relationship between both, will significantly inform my interpretation of the singing
voice in women’s musical performance; in particular, the images and representations
that she generates in order to work towards a culture of the feminine.’ In the same
way that Irigaray’s poem suggests a transformation of its words and images into a
bonding between us through music, the musical creativity and vocal production of
some women artists suggest a transformation of sounds into poetry and images that let
the other (the listener) hear the mystery that feminine vocal performance represents in

a culture imbued with a dominant masculine perspective.
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Irigaray’s philosophy is responsive to the other and incorporates an ethical dimension
that can be connected with some women artists and the way their vocal performances
generate a response and identifications in their audiences. One of the artists whose
musical creativity approximates Irigaray’s poetic language is contemporary vocal
performer Fatima Miranda. Miranda’s unconventional work illustrates how the
female voice becomes the focus for the creation of a musical language that is
transformed into poetry, and can be read as embodying the mystery of the feminine
other. Her work can be seen as opening a dialogue with the other. Miranda’s vocal
training is wide-ranging and comprises the extended voice and multiphonics, as well
as several Eastern and Western vocal techniques, including bel canto. Yet, despite
her extensive technical knowledge, the artist is not interested in performing any
specific musical tradition; she endeavours to create an individual sound and develop
her own musical ‘discourse’. Her vocal performances combine a perfected
understanding of vocal techniques and an intuitive imagination, which she exploits to
compose exceptional melodies articulated solely through the voice. Miranda has
developed vocal resources of her own, such as the Voz de Cristal (crystalline or glass
voice), a term given by the artist to describe a high-pitched searing vocal sound that
she employs in some of her more radical work. This distinctive voice appears in
‘Halito’ [Breath], a soundtrack that she often includes in her staged performances and
was originally featured in her album Las Voces de la Voz (The voices of the voice)
(1992). The listener is exposed here to a unique listening experience for which a

referent is not easily locatable (please refer to DVD songs, chapter 1 ‘Halito’).
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‘Halito’ is a virtuoso performance that features a solo voice, almost unbroken, which
is placed over several of Miranda’s ‘voices’ multi-tracked for the song. None of the
voices are artificially manipulated in timbre, although the voices may be
‘manipulated’ in other ways (e.g. rhythmically) since this is not a ‘natural’ live
performance. Miranda’s main voice moves sinuously high and low in her register,
sketching protracted modulations, and employing the Voz de Cristal as she rises to the
higher tones. The vocal quality of this sound involves sharpness: it is an ear-piercing
voice, and yet the melody overwhelmingly enraptures the listener in what may be
described as a mixture of ecstasy and bewilderment. It is perceived as a new listening
experience, except for its similarity to the sound of cutting glass, the shrill noise
released when plugging in audio equipment, or feedback. The strangeness of this
vocal sound presents the listener with a peculiar sensation of listening to a
disembodied voice and a therefore difficulty in imagining the body-source of the Voz
de Cristal. Yet, a complete sense of vocal disembodiment is not achieved in ‘Halito’
due to the variety of effects of Miranda’s ‘voices’ featured in the song. She also
creates for this soundtrack a polyrhythm with breaths the inspiration for which she
found in her practice of yoga, which she heard when several people were carrying out
their breathing exercises.” Sudden bursts of breathing cut through the continuous
vocal emission in the song and become more frequent towards the end of the
recording; these outbursts of breathiness are acutely embodied and remind the listener
of the close connection between the breath and the flesh, and the centrality of the

body for both vocal production and listening.

Many of the vocal effects in ‘Halito’ summon up comparisons with existing musical

styles: mediaeval or oriental (the drone-bass in the first part); bel canto (in the middle
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part when the vocal melody descends somewhat from the Voz de Cristal register and
becomes warmer, suggesting an operatic voice), even electro-accoustic vocal music.
The multi-layered voices in the background are in the lower register, some at the
bottom of Miranda’s range, and provide a contrast, as well as support, to the melody:
her ‘other’ voices throw into relief the stunning effect of the Voz de Cristal. The
vocal effects allude to ‘real” voices of people or animals and thus in both cases one
might identify a certain mimetic strategy that seems to intensify the sense that
Miranda is conducting a dialogue with the ‘other’, with numerous ‘others’. Miranda’s
combination of these vocal techniques, her weaving together of different tracks
through her range of voices, like a tapestry, creates a musical language that contains
no words and yet becomes a kind of ‘musical poetry’.* Her music would thus seem to
justify the name of Acciones Poéticas [‘poetic actions’], which she sometimes uses to

refer to her vocal and musical performances.

The association of ‘Halito’ with a sonorous ‘poetry’ lays bare the richness of
Miranda’s vocal production and opens the possibility to find a multiplicity of
meanings embedded in her vocal and musical performance. In the same way as
poetry speaks a dislocating language that activates the senses and stretches beyond
our imagination, the artist’s sonorous ‘poetry’, articulated through the voice, is
suggestive of diverse symbolisms that activate the listeners’ imagination, widening
their senses and inviting them to introspective listening. One of the interests of
Miranda’s ‘Halito’ as an example with which to introduce my research on feminine
vocal performance rests on the fact that her music invites her audience to a deeper
listening and to reflect upon the meanings of her vocal performance. Depending on

the reading, Miranda’s Voz de Cristal may be interpreted as expression of jouissance
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and alluring sensuality, a re-creation of a pre-verbal sound, a haunting listening
experience, or even the voicing of a traumatic return or (primal) splitting, elicited
primarily through the escalating outbursts of breath: they are evocative of a birthing
process, and thus connect her performance intensely with women’s experience, with
the painful pleasure of giving life, which can also be taken as a metaphor for the

creative process.

All these interpretations, which may be associated with ‘Halito’, will re-emerge in my
readings of performances by Tori Amos, Bjork and Diamanda Galds. This is not to
say that each case study will engage in a multiplicity of themes, even if common
threads will surface in the readings. The study is organised under thematic headings
that give coherence to the contents and help conceptualise, from a gender-interested
perspective, the meanings of the voice in a particular musical performance (a separate
introduction is provided for each theme): the autobiographical and the traumatic; the
libidinal economy of the feminine; the haunting feminine voice; and the primal cry
and the disruption of language. Under a given heading, for example, we may find that
the work of two artists is associated with the same theme, although the topic is
different and the argument relating to each song is developed from a specific angle or
direction. One of the aims, in this sense, is to show that different vocal performances
from the same artist can encompass different sets of meanings; and in addition to this
versatility, there is resistance to compartmentalising the work of the artist. At the
same time, a gendered reading of the songs aims to expose the diversity of
interpretive possibilities and interconnections that can be established between each of

the singers’ works, as well as the continuities within their own work.
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Looked at from a gendered perspective, Miranda’s vocal performance connects,
therefore, with the thematics and meanings displayed in the analyses of my case-
studies. Also hinted at in ‘Halito’ is another major aspect of my reading of feminine
vocal performance — the effects of embodiment or disembodiment generated by the
listener’s imagination of the singing body. Even if there is a certain detachment or
autonomy of the voice from the body once it is emitted from that body, some voices
convey an intense bodily presence; thus the body source of the performance is
brought back into the interpretive analysis of the voice, particularly because the
female body is understood here as a marker of female identity and subjectivity, and
self-representation linked to a valorisation of bodily difference helps reclaim the
positive meanings of the feminine as a theoretical concept. The ‘disembodiment’ of
the Voz de Cristal in ‘Halito’ contrasts with Miranda’s emphatically embodied vocal
effects, such as the breathy outbursts, or the jabbering, chuckles, grunts and other
bodily noises that the artist integrates into her performances. There is a sense in
which Miranda’s vocal performances favour the flesh and the organic, including cases
where the Voz de Cristal is used to re-create the whalesong or the squawking noises
of birds. Also significant is her use of technology for multi-tracking in ‘Halito’,
seeing that the artist takes advantage of the possibilities of the medium without
undermining the natural voice. Similarly, as we shall see, the relationship between
the voice and technology that emerges in the case studies will be characterised by a

close engagement with the technological without privileging it over the voice.

In line with this last point, the cultural analysis of contemporary feminine musical and
vocal performance through a selection of songs by Amos, Bjérk and Galas reveals a

great deal about the figuration of the performing body, as this is linked to the
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‘presentation of the self® and how artists project their embodied voices in musical
representation. Vocal and musical performances are framed by a set of meanings and
metaphors that give us clues about the value system of the culture in which they are
produced, and musical representations (linked to the artist’s vocality and artistic
vision) can thus be seen as vehicles for hidden ideological messages about the
gendered body. As regards signification, although this project entails an analysis of
the music and of the vocal production of women artists, and as such it will involve an
engagement with vocal and musical stylistic features, the approach will not be so
much from a traditional musicological or music analysis perspective, but from a
theoretical and cultural studies approach. Hence a more interdisciplinary line of
enquiry is brought into the examination of the cultural signification of the female
voice and women’s musical performance, specifically in relation to the thematic
content of the songs and the aural/visual representations (i.e. videos, photographs,

lyrics) of an auditory culture produced by women.

In this sense, the emphasis of this research lies on how women as subjects of artistic
performance generate their own (self) representations through vocal and musical
production. The readings concern not only the aesthetics of the artists’ works, but
also the creation of their own metaphors, symbols and messages, as well as the
relationship between the auditory and the visual — voice and gaze — in communicating
their specific artistic visions. Also, crucially, the study is about letting the artists’
voices be heard, and about listening closely to their voices so as to interpret the
symbols and the messages from a gendered perspective. As Judith Barry and Sandy
Fitterman point out, an adequate representation of women requires awareness or

understanding on the part of the audience of the meanings through which the feminine
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is constructed.” The readings offered here aim to engage the listener/reader in a
process of discovery, that is, in a dialectical play of meaning between the artists’
representation and an interpretation that is wide-ranging, but one that does not lose
sight of Irigaray’s ideas on the development of a culture that involves a re-
signification of the feminine and a dialogic relation to the other. Given that women’s
musical and vocal performance (as well as other artistic production) occurs within a
cultural and social context, the study is framed within music and performance studies

vis-a-vis wider debates on gender politics of representation.

The Voice and Vocal Performance

The analysis of the voice and vocality in musical performance by women artists will
therefore imply an exploration of female identity, subjectivity and (self)
representation, with the aim of unfolding the images and strategies employed in their
performances that present a challenge to the symbolic economy of dominant
masculinity. Richard Middleton, who has looked into the representations of the voice
in popular music, indicates that a number of feminist perspectives that question
women’s subordinate roles within the music industry and the social relations of
popular music production have been developed in the discipline; yet, beyond this
important contribution remains the question of ‘how the stereotypes governing female
participation can be countered’.'® Middleton argues that it is worth persisting with the
attempt to put the gender structure at risk, in spite of the fact that women’s
subordination ‘is deeply embedded in the historically constituted structures of
socialized subjectivity and will not easily be overturned’.!’ One way to challenge

stereotypes in the musical sphere is to investigate identity patterns and representations
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in women’s performances and see how a change at the symbolic level is effected —
even if this proves a difficult task (given traditional naturalised ideas about women
and the way woman is inscribed in the male imaginary). Taking into account these
considerations, this research offers an examination of the female voice in performance
that engages with feminist theory that calls into question the patriarchal symbolic
order, and contests the phallogocentrism embedded in language and culture, with the
aim to thwart the discursive structures that conventionalize women’s images and

codify their voices into normative ideals.

Middleton outlines the way in which the ideology of voice functions and identifies
two tendencies: on the one hand, voice is thought of as a ‘vehicle of self-authoring
metaphysical presence’ and thus ‘as the special property of the patriarchal sources of
logos’; on the other, it is regarded as a hidden organ located inside the body which has
been ‘persistently coded as female’ due to its association with the sexual organs. He
indicates that this ideology of voice has to be placed over the binary structure that
characterizes language and music, in which music i1s ‘persistently figured as
language’s Other’.'> From here Middleton argues that singing within this structure (a
structure of ‘interlocking binaries’) 1s placed in relation to a search for a ‘true’ or
‘authentic’ voice within disciplinary norms and constituted frameworks of vocal
production (an example of which is classical bel canto). According to Middleton, the
manipulation of vocal registers (chest, throat, head) and the way timbres and vocal
articulations are deployed help bring a particular type of body through the voice; as a
consequence, moreover, he argues that norms and regulatory ideals can be challenged

or subverted by other vocal regimes. "
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Amos, Bjork and Galas are creators of music which is not easily or immediately
categorised into a specific genre, other than the imprecise labels of pop, punk,
alternative, and avant-garde under which it usually appears (a separate discussion will
deal with the question of the avant-garde dimension in their work, particularly with
reference to Galas and Miranda). Hence the artists display specific vocal articulations
and utilize vocal registers in a way unique to their performance styles. Their
performances also portray a strong sense of identity through vocality. Even though
the influence of various musical traditions may be felt in their songs, each of these
artists can be said to have created a style of their own, largely because they generate a
remarkable personal sound and step outside the norms and constituted frameworks of
vocal production. They specifically challenge or subvert binary structures, for
example, by giving prominence to the singing voice over language, as is the case in
Miranda’s sonorous poetry in ‘Halito’. We can make reference here to the voice used
as a way to self-authoring, hence, as a channel to defy the logos as site of masculine
authority and to install feminine authoriality in vocal and musical creation. Men have
tended to emphasise certain modes of creativity that leave a clear trace of their agency
in the product they eventually make; the specificity of women’s vocal performance
can also be said to leave a trace of their agency that can be read in the feminine. In
the cases where the artist has not composed what she sings, a certain dispersal of
authoriality can be argued for, and yet, in effect, as Middleton suggests, the singers
tend to ‘“re-sex” themselves into positions of creative age:ncy’.14 An artist sometimes
chooses to radically transform an existing song and/or offer a distinct interpretation
linked to her own aesthetic vision, using specific vocal techniques, and this will still

be characterised by the expression of her unique musical idiom.
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A core aspect of contemporary vocal performance, especially from the viewpoint of
the listener, is that the listener’s experience of the voice is more likely to be a
recorded rather than a live performance. The recording has become the standard
mode of listening, as well as of musical or vocal performance display; although the
body source of the voice is not there to be seen, the recording continues to open the
possibilities for the listeners’ identification with the music and their imagination of
the singing body. Since the vocal performances selected for the analysis are primarily
audio recordings, and in some cases both the audio and the video or filmed images are
examined, it may be useful to recollect the dynamics that are engaged in musical
performances that are not live. Any performance act already exposes the performer to
the gaze of the spectator who subsequently objectifies the music and the body of the
performer, which is on display. Lucy Green argues that performances, including
musical performances, cannot exist without the participation of the displayer and the
onlooker; both are mutually implicated in a dynamic in which the display functions
metaphorically as a mask, which engages the participants in a relationship of desire
and power difference.”” The dynamics of display are in full view in a live situation,
and yet the performer’s display continues to operate beyond the live setting, as Green
indicates, as a delineation of the music (or vocal delivery): display takes place in
recorded music therefore via the listening experience, in a way similar to the cases
where the performer is concealed or where we listen to music with our eyes closed.
The display thus ‘not only acts as an extra-musical association’, but also enters ‘into

the delineations involved in the listening experience itself’.'®

From this vantage point, the central aspect of representation in vocal performance by

women artists is closely associated with the musical display as an element of the
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listening experience and extra-musical associations. The interactions between
looking and hearing in the audio and visual materials will therefore be underpinned by
the performer’s display and representation. In musical performances where the
woman artist is the displayer of music and object of the gaze, the interplay of voice
and gaze becomes, as Middleton suggests, ‘a site of intense ideological tension’, more
specifically because displays embed an explicit or implicit sexual disclosure which
results in the displayer being coded as ‘feminine’ and the spectator as ‘masculine’."”
This leads Green to argue that male and female performers have an asymmetrical
relation to the audience, and that women’s singing ‘largely reproduces and affirms
patriarchal definitions of femininity’.'!® Yet, the dynamics of display as a site of
ideological tension offer also opportunities for the woman singer to alter symbolic
associations, reverse the dynamics of the mask, and/or create new interfaces with the
audience. Amos’s, Bjork’s and Galas’s deployment of voice in musical performance
reveals resistance against the objectification of the female singing body source of the
voice. Their musical displays create a different listening experience for the audience

and the traditional roles played out between the displayer and the onlooker are

challenged in a way that they invite a re-consideration of the feminine other.

One of the strategies that they use in vocal performance is to engage with the
dynamics of the mask and mimicry so as to turn round the relationships of power,
desire, and imaginary identifications that circulate between the performer and the
spectator or listener. The irreducible gap and internal contradictions between ‘woman
as object/male as subject’ (of the gaze) can, at least potentially, be overcome by
female performers asserting their position as women and subjects of culture. Thus,

the reaffirmation of their female subject position is another important strategy, whilst
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they simultaneously exploit the possibilities offered by the performance to enact other
subject positions. Their subject position is in a sense unique, and yet it is also
articulated in dialogue with other subjects, notably their listeners. They make use of
the possibilities of vocal articulacy to perform other ‘voices’ that respond to other
subjects’ positioning. These voices can be subversive, disruptive, provocative,
demure or dissident: they may enact voices that express trauma, uncanny voices,
hysterical, haunting, and/or deliberately mimic a vocal convention in order to expose

traditional assumptions about women’s vocal performances.

Ears in Preference to Eyes: Irigaray, Cixous and Kristeva

As already intimated, Irigaray’s philosophical ideas in connection with her
understanding of cultural difference and representation will constitute the basis for the
theoretical frame of the research, together with aspects from French thinkers Heéléne
Cixous, and particularly Julia Kristeva. These authors have become important
‘voices’ in the fields of cultural and literary theory and criticism, as well as
psychoanalytic theory, and it is precisely these ‘voices’ that are sought here for an
analysis of feminine vocal and musical performance. The three authors have tended
to be misleadingly grouped under the label ‘French feminism’, for although they
coincide in certain fundamental assumptions, they use different strategies and
formulations in their challenge of the patriarchal system and their critique of
psychoanalytic theory — with its emphasis on the Father whereas they reclaim the
mother and the return of the maternal. Given that their respective positions have by
now been amply discussed, a full description of the differences that characterize their
thinking will not be offered, although relevant differences will be noted, specially

with regard to the clarification of the concepts behind their theories.'”” Nor is the
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intention to provide an in-depth theoretical engagement with the three thinkers to
expose their assumptions and philosophical underpinnings. The oeuvre of each of the
three authors already represents an immense body of work, for which my engagement
is limited to relevant aspects or concepts that are put into practice in order to argue for
a feminine representation in vocal and musical performance, bearing in mind that

Irigaray emerges as the main referent in the research.

Although the readings carry the weight of Irigaray’s views and, to a lesser extent
Kristeva’s, French feminist thinking will not be employed exclusively in the analyses,
in particular because there is also an engagement with selected aspects of (Freudian)
psychoanalytic theory, which constitutes thereby the backdrop of the theoretical
approach. By engaging with the ideas of the French feminists, there is recognition
that psychoanalysis does not adequately account for women’s imaginary
identifications and women’s articulation of desire as a result of the oedipal structure
and feminine castration. There is specific interest here in the French feminists’
articulation of new representations that structure discourse, given that their writings
not only explain and interpret the limitations of psychoanalysis for women’s psychic
development (so as to raise conscious awareness), but they also put in place
representations from which women’s pleasure and expression of desire can arise.
Their starting point is the psychoanalytic frame, in particular Freud and Lacan, who
both serve as a basis for some of their argumentation; from then on they engage with
the texts of many theorists of Western culture in order to expose their biases and
arrive at their own formulations. Another source of inspiration is the work of Jacques
Derrida on difference and deconstruction, the influence of which is felt in Cixous’s

and Irigaray’s preoccupation with language, difference and feminine specificity (for
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example, the term phallogocentrism used by these two authors combines Derrida’s
idea of logocentricity and Lacan’s ‘phallus’ as symbol for desire). The influence of
Derrida’s deconstructive practice is also felt in Kristeva’s reconsideration of linguistic
and psychoanalytic categories. In sum, the three French feminists influence feminist
psychoanalysis and initiate poststructuralist feminist theory, and Irigaray’s ethics of
sexual difference in particular can be said to bring a more open encounter between the

two.

In this sense, the theoretical perspective employed in the research is responsive to the
deconstruction of dichotomous thinking and postmodern concerns about de-centering
privileged ‘centres’, whilst at the same time accepting the conception of dual
subjectivity formation (female and male) that retains a specific subject position for
women. Irigaray’s advocacy of the duality of subjectivities entails considerations of
identity and the female imaginary, inasmuch as cultural identifications may be distinct
for each sex.”’ In order for women to develop their creativity, they need a discursive
space from which to articulate their voice, a space that is not tainted by dominant
discourse. Language typically excludes women from an active subject position and
hence the aim of finding a speaking-position for women as subjects becomes a vital
tactic for the feminist project of representation in the context of other positions.
Irigaray asserts that women’s capacity for resisting the patriarchal order stems not
from an ability to take up a masculine subject position, but from reaffirming their
subject position in language. She promotes a conception of the subject rooted in
difference and provides a place for the other as feminine by speaking (as) woman.
This is not meant in the sense that woman has access to an immediate experience of

femininity prior to symbolization, but in the sense that woman is subject to language;
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as such, the expression of women as subjects of culture and language opens the
possibility to free up a space that is not conditioned by inherited (masculine)
discourses and representations. This discourse must not be subjected to our
traditional logic, to logos, and should, amongst other things, recuperate a musical
quality that has been long subordinated in Western culture.”! The theoretical
approach thus shapes a gender reading of vocal and musical performance that stands
between psychoanalysis and the deconstructive project along with Irigaray’s ideas, as

well as Cixous’s and Kristeva’s.

Following Kelly Oliver’s discussion of Irigaray, Cixous and Kristeva, significant
similarities are found amongst the three thinkers that support my engagement with
(some of) their proposals. One of the more useful similarities for my purposes is that
the three emphasise the need to change the system of representation in order to
radically challenge the socio-cultural arena: they believe that representation is directly
linked to the imaginary, and the way to change the Symbolic order is by changing the
imaginary. All three reject the concept of ‘woman’ and essentialist assumptions of
‘woman’s nature’, and argue that the notions of ‘woman’ and ‘man’ are the products
of ideology. Finally, Oliver points out that all of them ‘prefer ears to eyes’.*> The
three authors put forward arguments that emphasise the importance of music and the

voice as a primal language, and a means to reach and communicate with the other:

[..] music is there: poetry is music. Poetry is the music of philosophy, it’s the
song of philosophy. It’s primordial: it begins with the singing of philosophy.

[..] It precedes everything. [..] everything I write has a kind of rhythm, a
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scansion which is very heterogeneous [..] and this, I know, is a kind of voice

that can be woven with a strictly musical voice.?

[..] the semiotic that “precedes” symbolization is only a theoretical
supposition justified by the need for description. It exists in practice only
within the symbolic and requires the symbolic break to obtain the complex

articulation we associate with it in musical and poetic practices.**

Music starts from the living being that produces it and goes back to it. [..] the
modulations of a song, independently of any artificially coded meaning, is the
best vehicle for a dialogue. [..] Sounds, voices are not divided from bodies and
it is possible to touch, or be touched by, the other through the voice. [..] Music
allows a becoming but also a return to the self, within the self, because of its

. . . . . 25
ability to express or touch, in everyone and the living universe.

The three authors thus provide the language, tropes, metaphors and metonyms that
connect their articulations with a musical and poetic language that comes back to a
maternal origin. This is a music that has been either lost or characterised by its
association with an undermined ‘feminine’, dangerously at the borders, or outside, of
a dominant masculine system of representation. Their interest in listening to the voice
of the female other, the mother and/or the woman, is used here as an interpretative
engagement in the reading of the case studies. It can be said that their
conceptualisations are articulated from a perspective that brings in the woman
author’s subjectivity, and with that a theorisation that explains more adequately

women’s articulation of desire, as well as the role of the maternal in relation to the
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psychoanalytic frame. Also, in this sense, their writings perform an other’s
subjectivity, which is associated here with the way women artists inscribe their

subjectivity in musical performance and let their voices be heard.

Irigaray, for example, believes that our culture has been constructed without
consideration for the duality of subjectivity; it has been erected on the foundations of
a lone subject, the masculine, and we have now reached a time in which a cultural
transition is underway. Poetry and artistic expression take us back to the beginnings
of our Western culture and they are thus underpinned by the principles and values
embodied in the representation and misrepresentation of the feminine. Her challenge
to cultural representation entails a culture in the feminine, that has been repressed by
the masculine subject, and would be able to offer the signs and symbols that avoid
misrecognition of feminine subjectivity and, in this way, allows the safeguarding of

the two cultures.?®

The interpretive reading of the auditory can involve abstract
articulations and persuasive language, and hence Irigaray’s work, her open narrative
and representations of the feminine create the space for the expression of a new
auditory culture: her writing theorizes, yet at the same time it would also seem to
perform the feminine. Her texts and her own poetic writing seem, in some sense, to
operate as enactments of feminine expression. In this sense, women’s singing can be
seen as an elaboration of an Irigarayan aesthetic and as generating complex nexuses
of meanings that evoke representations or performances of the feminine analogous to
those in Irigaray’s writing. The fluidity in musical or vocal articulation and the

modulation of the voice can be associated with these Irigarayan representations,

which, in turn, may be taken as underlying a culture rendered in the feminine.
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The aim is to establish a dialogue or engagement with Irigaray’s understanding of
cultural difference and representation, and to show its relevance for reading musical
and vocal performance by women artists. Similarly, Cixous and Kristeva offer in
their writings the language and conjectural articulations that connect with women’s
singing. Cixous’s vision of feminine language remains close to Irigaray’s, together
with her aim to create an economy of representation that is not founded on the
repression of the feminine. Like Irigaray, she understands sexual difference as
foundational for thought, and yet her notion of bisexuality differs from Irigaray’s
model of two sexuate identities irreducible to each other (corresponding to the
feminine and masculine subjects).”’ Cixous emphasises the relation between feminine
libido, writing, and the body, and hence she argues for a libidinal economy of the
feminine linked to [’ écriture féminine and associated also with the voice (an aspect
that will be taken up in chapter three).”® Kristeva’s position does not sustain a
feminine writing and she understands that the difference in writing lies in the subtle
workings of language and signification. In Tales of Love, however, Kristeva imagines
the possibility of a feminine outside of the phallic economy. She does not identify
sexual difference on the level of jouissance (as is the case in Cixous), but as the result
of different relations to the mother — and within the framework of a revised
psychoanalytical oedipal structure.”’ The emphasis on the mother in Kristeva’s
writings breaks down the traditional prominence of the Father of the Law; and it is
this dimension of her work, together with her model of the signifying process and her
concept of abjection that will be relevant in the search for the meanings of women’s
vocal and musical performance, specifically in Galas. Although the trace of the
mother is woven into the analyses, this does not exclude, following Irigaray’s

arguments, an account for a model of women’s desire that i1s also conceived as a
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relation to another woman (not only the mother). The approach is not meant to
exhaust interpretations of the singing voice of every female artist, but it tries, in a
broader sense, to illustrate the pertinence of Cixous, Kristeva and Irigaray’s

philosophical thinking — of working towards a culture in the feminine — for the

reading of auditory artistic production.

Irigaray’s Strategies

In view of this, the writings of these three authors lend themselves to being associated
with vocal and musical performance. Irigaray’s model of speech is particularly
appropriate for my readings, as it works towards overcoming the linguistic economy
of the Self-Same. By Self-Same Irigaray specifically refers to the male subject who
measures his identity against the same idealised standard as every other man.
Traditionally God has represented this ideal for man, so she confronts the male self-
sameness of philosophers, for example, to unfold how they are constituted in relation
to this traditional account of God that eclipses any trace of difference and cannot give

women their own identities:

Now, this domination of the philosophic logos stems in large part from its
power to reduce all others to the economy of the Same. The teleologically
constructive project it takes on is always also a project of diversion,
deflection, reduction of the other in the Same. And, in its greatest generality
perhaps, from its power to eradicate the difference between the sexes in
systems that are self-representative of a “masculine subject” [emphasis in the

original]. **
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The Self-Same subject’s relations leave the feminine other without her own specific
representation, and it is thus necessary to ask after the feminine other in order to
reverse women’s subordination in discourse and bring about a change of paradigm.
For Irigaray, it is a question of both exposing and reorganising the economy of the
Self-Same, and thus of constructing the fragmentary feminine in a way that is positive
for women. My attention to Irigaray’s work in Amos’s, Bjork’s and Galas’s case
studies intends to engage the meanings constructed in the framed performance
contexts with Irigaray’s vision of a more cohesive feminine that emerges from the
fragmentary debris. Irigaray proposes a number of strategies (which will be unfolded
in the course of the research) to challenge the authority of male domination over
language and over turn the negative representations of women. One of these
strategies 1s mimesis or mimicry, which Irigaray understands as a process of
resubmitting women to stereotypical views of women (within the Self-Same) in order
to call those views into question; yet the views are not repeated faithfully. Mimesis
implies that women should articulate their voices in a playful way from the position
assigned to them by the masculine symbolic with the aim to expose the values of a

dominant economy that excludes women as the other.”!

Through the recognition of the duality of subjectivities, Irigaray develops also the
strategic position of a subject of enunciation in the feminine: the parler-femme that
stands for the feminine ‘I’ of enunciation. The women singers under study seek to
perform from their own subject position in discourse and articulate their female ‘I’ of
enunciation through the artistic performance. A singer communicates in the artistic
medium and her performance generates encounters and subjective identifications

amongst the audience. In this way, Irigaray enables a theoretical and political



Esther Zaplana Rodriguez 36

opening not only useful for feminist writing, but also for the exploration of the
political possibilities of representation in vocal and musical performances. In
Irigaray’s view, artistic expression needs ‘to enter into [..] sexuate relationships [..] to

cultivate our sensorial perceptions, and give to us a dynamic global unity, thanks to a

creative imagination’.*?

Whilst listening can be understood as an activity of perception and even of
consumption, singing — led by the voice — is a productive activity that circulates
performatively in our culture. ‘Thanks to music’, Irigaray tells us, ‘listening allows a
becoming that is more flowing than looking. The scale of tones, of sounds, arouses
an elevation of energy which does not end in a definite configuration’.*> Meaning
remains open; the text, in her own words, is ‘always open onto a new sense, and onto
a future sense, and I would say also onto a potential ‘You’ [Tu], a potential
interlocutor’ (a listener).’* Both the music that wavers ‘between the flesh and the
breath’ in Irigaray’s earlier poem of 19" June and Miranda’s vocal articulacy in
‘Halito’ may then be understood diaphorically, rather than metaphorically, because
they imply an open meaning and a continuum distinct from the transposition-
duplication of meaning conveyed by metaphor. A female voice and song seen from
the perspective of a representational and artistic musical ‘language’ or idiom (as a
mode of expression in music) that is enacted from within Irigaray’s understanding of
a culture in the feminine will involve this open meaning and will also elicit a response

from the listener.

Meaning in vocal and musical performance can in this way retain a sense of openness

to build up a self-representation that connects with Irigaray’s argument that the
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function of art is ‘to create another reality, by transforming the real that we are, that
we live’. > Irigaray argues that our Western culture has not yet elaborated a relation

with the real that takes into account sexuate identity; we lack a cultivation of our

sexuate identity as real. In her view, the real existing is at least three:

[..] a real corresponding to the masculine subject, a real corresponding to the
feminine subject, and a real corresponding to their relation. These three reals
thus each correspond to a world but these three worlds are in interaction [..],
but their relation cannot be founded exclusively upon a relation to the same, to
a single Same, to which each part should become appropriate. [..] It is a work
of putting into relation — with oneself, with the world, with the other in the
respect of their difference, and also with a common universe — that manifests

this real and that elaborates it.>°

Women’s vocal and musical performance seen from an Irigarayan perspective can
therefore entail an involvement with the real that corresponds to the feminine subject,
and which implies an ethical dimension to respect sensibility and movement, as well
as develop a relation to the other that corresponds to the interactions of the three reals,
without the distortion of a constructed reality. Irigaray’s aim is to respect difference
by aligning the positions of the masculine and feminine subjects, thus avoiding an
economy of the Self-Same, where the same signs are reproduced (and this is why she
prefers the open meaning of metonymy to metaphor). Voice and listening share an
equivalent place in music and are both located in the invisible channels of
communicative exchange between these three worlds in interaction: the masculine

and the feminine and the relationship between the two.
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Avant-Garde Vocal Performance

Given that the last chapter in this study is dedicated to ‘avant-garde’ performance, it is
useful to outline the way in which the term is understood in the context of women’s
vocal and musical production. The term ‘avant-garde’ is laden with conceptual
complexity derived from the much-studied historical avant-gardes, as well as
numerous discussions of the ‘avant-garde’ as aesthetic category and its significance.
Susan Rubin Suleiman has investigated the relation between women and the avant-
garde, which she understands as an intricate and messy field in which modernism,
postmodernism and the historical avant-gardes occupy a place. The connection
between postmodernism and the avant-garde already has some history since literary
and cultural commentators have been arguing that postmodern aesthetics become an
imitation or ‘inauthentic repetition’ of the original avant-garde project — of
abandoning institutionalised art and making it part of life (the term ‘neoavant-garde’
is also used to refer to this development).’’ The term refers here explicitly to the
work of vocal performers such as Galds and Miranda who have at some point
described their music as avant-garde. Their performances are characterised by
transgression, subversion and rupture; they thus become associated with avant-garde
and postmodern aesthetics which, in the case of women, give rise to gender-specific
meanings. Without entering into the theoretical complexities of debates on the avant-

garde, two aspects relevant for women performers would seem worth mentioning:

1. Hal Foster develops the argument that art’s traditional media have
progressively been transformed due to ongoing avant-garde practice, and this

has enabled an increased engagement with ‘actual bodies’ and ‘social sites’.
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Foster disputes that what happens in postmodern re-enactments of earlier
avant-garde artistic modes is merely (inauthentic) repetition. Following a
Freudian/Lacanian model, he argues that the repetition does not amount to
reproduction, and links postmodern re-enactments of avant-garde to trauma
discourse and traumatic repetition, in the sense of a ‘deferred action’
(nachtrdaglich).>® Avant-garde in its initial moments is traumatic, a hole in the
symbolic order of its time that is not ready to take in such a work; later,
postmodernism revisits this site as ‘deferred action’, which generates
additional questions on difference, deferral, temporality, textuality and
narrativity. Foster insists on a ‘strategy of the return’ as fundamental to
postmodernist art and poststructuralist theory.® In this sense, the work of
avant-garde women vocal performers can be seen within the framework of a
postmodern avant-garde practice as ‘deferred action’ that arises questions of
difference, temporality and so on as engagements with ‘actual bodies’ and
‘social sites’. Yet, in the context of avant-garde music produced by women, it
can be said that this traumatic repetition continues to encounter or produce
holes in the symbolic order as a result of the work not being entirely
assimilated.

2. Suleiman proposes an engagement with the avant-garde in relation to the
‘putting into discourse of “woman’”’, and finds that the trope of the margin is
associated with both women and the avant-gardes. The place of women and
of avant-garde movements has been situated ‘on the fringes’, away from the
centre, with the difference that whereas the avant-gardes have chosen their
marginal position, women have been relegated to the margins.** In her view,

the relegation of women to the margins of culture is related to the place given
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to ‘woman’ by the cultural imaginary. She highlights the fact that the ‘putting
into discourse of “woman”’ in modern French thought has encompassed ‘a
revaluation and revalorization of the marginal spaces with which “she” has

been traditionally identified’.*!

VAvant—garde women singers develop a musical work that combines an individual
aesthetic vision with a commitment to nonconformist new ideals (even if this places
them in a marginalised position), and yet their performance style does not imply a
unified avant-garde aesthetic category. Galds’s and Miranda’s work, for example, can
be seen in their own specific fashion to push the boundaries of what has been
accepted in vocal/musical performance, establishing in this way new cultural
pathways to follow. Although they inherit the legacy of the avant-garde tradition, this

inheritance can be looked at closely in the light of feminist critique.

As regards the relation between contemporary avant-garde women artists and writers
and their male predecessors, Suleiman suggests a ‘double allegiance’: first, an
allegiance ‘to the formal experiments and some of the cultural aspirations of the
historical male avant-gardes’; secondly, an allegiance ‘to the feminist critique of
dominant sexual ideologies, including the sexual ideology of those same avant-

> This ‘double allegiance’ is associated in Suleiman with a return to the

gardes’.*
image, body and voice of the mother both as a trope and enabling myth, as well as a
subject. If there is a valorisation of the mother, it can be argued that Foster’s ‘strategy
of the return’ can be linked in avant-garde women to a re-enactment of a primal

trauma of maternal separation, as well as a reclamation of a mother-daughter relation

— in which the mother represents an identification that does not correspond to a
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‘castrated woman’. This argument points towards a symbolic return to a matrilinear

or female genealogy and a cultural model marked by a reassessment of the feminine.

Suleiman’s return to the mother dovetails with the emphasis accorded to the maternal
in the work of the three French feminists that inform my research, and hence with the
psychoanalytic frame that underlies the reading of musical and vocal performance.
Kristeva’s model of the signifying process in particular articulates the relationship
between avant-garde works and the creation of a ‘poetic language’ that results from
semiotic and symbolic processes operating in the (speaking) subject; yet this is a
‘poetic language’ which Kristeva considers a manifestation of the semiotic, the
domain of the maternal. The role of the maternal emerges, for example, when
women’s vocal performances are interpreted as pre-verbal communications with the
audience or when vocal excess is read as the trace of the mother’s voice. This will be
a significant aspect in my readings of Amos’s, Bjork’s and Galas’s case-studies and
the discussion may be said, in this sense, to engage in one way or another with avant-
garde features that can be traced in the artists’ vocal production.*  Yet, the
categorization of ‘avant-garde’ in vocal performance applies specifically to decidedly
unconventional music and extreme vocal performances. The artists involved in avant-
garde performance usually display a range of vocal techniques that include the
extended voice and multiphonics, and they may also be trained in several vocal
traditions, sometimes including bel canto.** Their aim is to break away from
established musical forms and conventions; they seek to construct a musical discourse
that utilises the voice as the prime instrument and vehicle of expression, in such a way

that their vocal performances can be thought of as comparable to conceptual (musical)

45
art.
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Suleiman makes also the point that there is an extent to which the marginality of both
the female subject and the avant-garde can be empowering for avant-garde women
artists, given that they feel ‘doubly marginal’, but at the same time ‘totally avant-
garde’; this offers the female subject a kind of centrality that can potentially undo the
‘whole’ and serve as a source of strength and self-legitimation.*® She provides an
example of avant-garde feminist writing that embeds this positive value: Cixous’s
essay The Laugh of the Medusa, a text that will be used in chapter three and which
Suleiman considers ‘the closest thing to an avant-garde manifesto written from an
explicitly feminist perspective’.*’ Similar examples could also be found in Irigaray’s
writings and we could thus surmise that this form of the avant-garde is in some way

pervasive throughout the research.

Kristeva’s Signifying Process and Avant-Garde Vocal Performance

In Revolution in Poetic Language, Julia Kristeva investigates the workings of ‘poetic
language’ as a °‘signifying practice’ that involves a speaking subject within a
social/historical context.*® She identifies a process of alteration or mutation in literary
representation in nineteenth-century post-Symbolist avant-garde writing, which leads
to her conceptualisation of ‘poetic language’: this embraces the infinite possibilities of
language; thus other language acts can be seen as no more than partial fulfilments of
the possibilities intrinsic in ‘poetic language’. Prototype texts of avant-garde practice,
such as those of Lautréamont and Mallarmé, are considered manifestations of the
semiotic, the domain of the pre-verbal and the maternal; the semiotic is also close to
the logic of the unconscious, and thus avant-garde language is seen as being

dominated by the drives and under the influence of a pre-symbolic space. In this
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sense, avant-garde texts communicate regression and jouissance, and can be
interpreted as ‘revolutionary’, inasmuch as they challenge established norms, values
and ideals. Kristeva looks into the signifying process of these texts and
conceptualizes literary practice as an activity that breaks up the inertia of language
and discovers its multiple possibilities; this activity liberates the subject also from
linguistic, psychic and social networks.*” Yet, Kristeva’s ‘poetic language’ is
understood as emerging not only from the semiotic, but also from the dialectical
interplay between the semiotic and the symbolic dispositions or modalities; these two
modalities are embedded in the signifying process that constitutes language. The
dialectic between the two modalities determines the type of discourse and is also
constitutive of the subject: the dynamic process of interactions (‘signifiance’) between

the semiotic and symbolic situates the subject in process or on trial.>

Although Kristeva’s ‘poetic language’ focuses on literary language and the different
modes of articulation of the two modalities, her theory of the semiotic and symbolic
and its centrality to the subject in process extends to other artistic signifying systems.
In particular, her examination of avant-garde texts as manifestations of the semiotic
disposition finds a parallel in the association of avant-garde vocality with pre-verbal
articulations prior to the sign and symbolization. Avant-garde voices display a
musicality that may be said to emerge from the ‘kinetic energy’ of the semiotic; the
extreme vocal articulations of avant-garde women performers (howls and screams)
can be seen as ‘primal cries’ that surge from a pre-symbolic maternal space
dominated by the drives. Kristeva suggests that although music may be considered a
non-verbal signifying system, associated with the mother, and constructed exclusively

on the basis of the semiotic, this exclusivity in music is relative so to speak. In her
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view, no signifying system that the subject produces responds to only one modality.
The subject is constituted in the necessary dialectic between the semiotic and
symbolic and is therefore ‘both semiotic and symbolic’.’! The power of the semiotic
within the subject of avant-garde performance can produce a flow of pre-verbal
expression in the form of ubiquitous sounds and rhythms, which bring the listener
closer to the (semiotic) musicality of the maternal space. At the same time, the
symbolic is in some way altered, its logic inverted, or its effects mitigated as a result
of a new (liberating) musical practice that displays pre-symbolic elements and

manifests dissident and potentially subversive ‘signifiance’.

The semiotic is associated in Kristeva’s writings with the maternal and the pre-
linguistic, and yet her theorisation does not imply a gender differentiation grounded in
embodied subjects, but, rather, it is understood as a pre-gendered space posited
nonetheless (and dichotomously) as feminine and maternal. In psychoanalysis, the
semiotic is associated with the state of infancy prior to entering the symbolic order or
law of the father. Perhaps the best way to understand the dichotomous nature of this
‘pre-gendered’ space is to think of it from a specifically feminist perspective, which
finds in the pre-symbolic a place where the feminine can enter into a kind of free play,
unencumbered by the burden of masculine symbolisation. Yet, this pre-gendered
space is only construed as feminine after the event, once the advent of language has
rendered such (gendered) explanation inescapable. Within the semiotic, Kristeva
generates the imagery of the chora, which is neither a sign nor a signifier, and which
is theoretically described as ‘part of the discourse of representation that offers it as
evidence’. The chora is the generating force that enables the subject to attain a

signifying position and it thus °‘precedes and underlines figuration and [..]
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specularization, and is analogous only to vocal or kinetic thythm’.>® Kristeva clarifies
that the mother’s body ‘becomes the ordering principle of the semiotic chora’ and it
also ‘mediates the symbolic law organising social relations’.”> ‘Positive’ and
‘negative’ drives are implicated in the semiotic functions and energy discharges that
connect the body to the mother, and this makes ‘the semiotized body a place of
permanent scission’.>* The chora is therefore the place where ‘the subject is both
generated and negated, the place where his unity succumbs before the process of
charges and stases [called ‘a negativity’] that produce him’.>®> The semiotic,
generated within a feminine, maternal space, has the potential in women’s avant-
garde vocal performance to bring in a marginal experience of the subject which would
otherwise be inexpressible; it is thus possible within this space to investigate in depth

the agency of artistic creativity vis-a-vis the signifying process.

The symbolic is defined in Kristeva’s theory as ‘a social effect of the relation to the
other, established through the objective constraints of biological (including sexual)
differences and concrete historical family structures’.®® Kristeva describes how the
male child must split himself from his mother in order to attain his sexual identity
within the symbolic and hence the necessity to abject the mother in order to become
autonomous. The child daughter, however, does not split from her mother in order to
unify herself and form her sexual identity, but must agree to lose or metaphorically
‘kill’ the mother through a negation process and thus enter properly into the symbolic
(and language).”” The relation of women avant-garde artists to the maternal can be
explained by Kristeva’s theory of the relationship between the semiotic mother and

the semiotic negativity of the child (daughter), for whom the primal repression is the

semiotic identification with the mother’s body. The child daughter encounters the
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paradox of not being able to get rid of the semiotic maternal body and carries it
locked in her psyche. Within psychoanalysis, the construction of female sexual
identity requires the daughter to abandon the mother as a love object for the father.
The way to turn the maternal body (or the Thing) into an object of desire is, among
other things, through analysis. The mother/daughter separation, in Kristeva’s words,

is then ‘no longer a threat of disintegration but a stepping stone toward some other’.®

Feminine Vocal Performance from Irigaray’s Stance and its Relation to Gender
Performativity

In order to situate the conceptual approach used in my reading of feminine vocal
performance in the context of discourses on the ‘performative’, and in particular of
Judith Butler’s gender perfomativity, a quick overview of the points of conflation and
departure between these two approaches seems necessary. Since my focus is on the
French theorists, notably Irigaray, it is not my intention to fully engage with Butler’s
concept of performativity, and yet some clarification with regard to how the
enactment of gender roles is conceived here in comparison with performativity theory
can be illuminating, especially if we also consider that the enactment of the feminine
in this research occurs within the scope of artistic performance (see next section for a
specific discussion). Butler has extensively influenced Anglo-American feminism,
and whilst the French feminists have also been influential, their work has tended to be
received with mixed critical response by American feminists, particularly in relation
to the concept of difference. For Anglo-Americans, who generally carry the legacy of
empirical and materialist traditions, the radical questioning of ‘otherness’ in French

feminism is seen as both attractive and dangerous (given its association with
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essentialism).” Another consideration is that Butler and Irigaray work comes from

different theoretical traditions, namely, the deconstructive and psychoanalytic frames.

With the aim of focusing on the relation of Irigaray to performativity and sketching
my own stance as far as feminine vocal performance, I will engage in this section
with some arguménts put forward by American scholar Lynne Huffer, who has
investigated the influence of Irigaray’s ideas in the field of performative theory,
highlighting the ethical dimension in Irigaray’s thinking in contrast to the disregard
for ethical questions shown in theories of the performative. First, Huffer points out
that Butler’s performativity ‘harnesses the well-known Irigarayan concept of
mimicry, or mimesis, in order to subvert any notion of a coherent identity’.60 She
critiques Butler’s performativity for eliding ethical questions and failing to account
for the concept of response, and thus responsibility, which must be accounted for in
any communicative act. Her attention is then drawn to the work of Irigaray, who
places relevant ethical considerations at the centre of her model of speech.®!
Irigaray’s ethical dimension, which is inscribed in her philosophical stance marks a
point of inflection in my conception of feminine vocal performance with respect to

Butler’s performativity.

In broad terms, Butler’s theory of gender performativity rests on her understanding of
gender identities as the result of complex iterative processes. She draws from
Derrida’s writings on speech acts, Focault, as well as various anthropological and
philosophical discourses, mainly phenomenology, to demonstrate that ‘what is called
gender identity is a performative accomplishment compelled by social sanction and

2

taboo’.%? Her aim is to establish that gender is not ‘a stable identity or locus of
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agency from which various acts proceed’, but that identity is bound by social

temporality, which is ‘tenuously constituted in time’.% Considering that performative

speech acts bring into being that which they name, she tries to think of discourse in a

specific way, and hence understands performativity as ‘that aspect of discourse that
> 64

has the capacity to produce what it names’.** Butler thus conceives gender as an ‘act’

that is repeated through practices of parodic repetition:

The parodic repetition of gender exposes [..] the illusion of gender identity as
an intractable depth and inner substance. As the effects of a subtle and
politically enforced performativity, gender is an “act”, as it were, that is open
to splittings, self-parody, self-criticism and those hyperbolic exhibitions of
“the natural” that, in their very exaggeration reveal its fundamentally

phantasmatic status.

Echoing Butler, Huffer understands that performance exposes as a fabrication the
‘naturalized “truth” of gender’ and thus the instability of that truth destabilizes
identity and deprives ‘man’ and ‘woman’ of the ‘naturalizing narratives of
compulsory heterosexuality’.66 Yet, Huffer points out that the concept of narrative in
Butler’s argument ceases to be a viable model for contesting gender oppression, given
that this author ‘replaces narrative, the possibility of telling stories within discursively

7

coherent frames, with a more disruptive performance’.’” For Butler, performance

8 and

becomes a practice that ‘preempt[s] narrative as the scene of gender production’6
has thus the capacity to ‘subvert the status quo by repeating the very fictions through

which those gendered identities were constructed in the first place’.*” The loss of

narrative avoids the totalizing tendencies of narrative truth-telling, but at the same
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time, Huffer continues, it precludes the possibility of having narratives that would
speak the truth of marginal identities and hence of telling ‘our’ stories. In her view,
no performance can ‘parodically resignify’ the harm inflicted to marginal identities

without narrating the harms and speaking the pain, the truth about that experience.”’

The similarity between Butler’s conception of gender as an ‘act’ repeated through
parodic repetition that de-naturalises identities, and Irigaray’s strategy of mimesis or
mimicry (as earlier outlined), from which performativity draws its rationale, becomes
apparent. Yet, despite the affinities, there are significant differences expounded by
Huffer in the form of a staged dialogue with Irigaray. Mimesis implies for a woman a
way to recover the place of her exploitation by discourse without being reduced to it
and ‘to make “visible”, by an effect of playful repetition, what was supposed to
remain invisible’.”! Yet, for Irigaray, women are not simply resorbed in the function
of mimesis. Irigaray conceives this strategy as a ‘stop-gap measure’ to keep woman
from disappearing altogether by putting her in the spotlight; hysterical miming, for
example, ‘will be the litte girl’s or the woman’s work to save her sexuality from total

7 If women cannot have a story, there is then

repression, [and] disappearance’.
performance. Thus, women continue to perform, and in this sense mimesis comes
close to performativity. The problem for Irigaray is that the performance still takes
place on ‘his’ stage and the ‘props and the story are his’; the stage is there for men’s
satisfaction and pleasure and women are trapped in male’s meanings and words (the

Self-Same) with no representations of their own. Irigaray proposes to move ‘our’ lips

. . . 73
in another direction.
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Huffer draws attention to Irigaray’s image of the lips that speak together, which she
sees moving behind the scene and across the stage towards other listening lips: ‘Hear
them, to speak our story, here, hear, to laugh with pleasure’.’”* The lips are here to
narrate her truth and we need to hear ‘so that she, with another, can perform a
different economy of speech, resistance, pleasure, and love’.”” The image of the lips
encourages women to have a voice of their own, to tell their narratives without

continuing to speak sameness. The lips question:

How can we speak so as to escape from their [male] compartments, their
schemas, their distinctions and oppositions: virginal/deflowered, pure/impure,
innocent/experienced... How can we shake off the chain of these terms, free
ourselves from their categories, rid ourselves of their names? Disengage

. . 76
ourselves, alive, from their concepts?

The feminine other does not have its own representation within the economy of the
Self-Same, only the Self-Same’s representations of femininity; hence Irigaray
provides images and representations that help us start to speak to each other
differently, not the same, like the lips stirring and growing red again when they want
to be heard.”” Irigaray’s representations of the feminine can be thought of as another
of her strategies, as well as a woman’s writing and performance of the feminine and
of being with an other. It is precisely these representations of the feminine, of lips
parted to let the voice out, of lips that move across the stage towards other listening
lips that I attempt to engage with in my readings of vocal performance from an
Irigarayan perspective. Butler’s theory of performativity does not bring forward

representations of the feminine other (there is no narrative), and thus ‘feminine
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performativity’ in Butler’s terms, as I see it, would necessarily refer to any parodic
repetition of the feminine (or femininity) amongst many women; these ‘enactments’,
moreover, might be or not ethically motivated. One of the problems in this direction,
as Huffer indicates, is that the performative fails to theorise the other and thus

performances cannot therefore know their effects.

My ‘enactments’ of the feminine are framed within an Irigarayan model that enables a
wider scope of representational strategies and hence allows for an empowerment of
those representations in a way that challenges the Self-Same. The artists’
vocal/musical performances construct their own narrative and speak their truth or the
truth of others. Their representations are also read within the horizon of an ethically
motivated relational model that opens to the other, hence a listener.”® Mimesis or
mimicry, whose disruptive power has been less explored in analyses of artistic
performances, will be used in some of the case studies as interpretative engagement to
read the meanings of vocal/musical displays. In this sense, the ‘enactments’ of the
feminine in the research may be also called ‘performative’, that is, in the general
sense that this term has come to be known. The approach distances itself in several

significant respects, however, from Butler’s theory of gender performativity.

Huffer’s critique focuses on the need — on philosophical grounds — of allowing for the
consideration of an ‘ethics as a foundation’ in analyses of performative theory,
Butler’s in particular. She argues that, without ethics, the agents of performances can
remain unquestioned and the other can be annihilated, for ‘it is precisely the question
of the other that puts “us” into question’.” The formulation of key ethical questions

would thus allow consideration of the response of the other — the audience or
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interlocutor — crucial to any communicative act, given that, without ethics, the
performance relies on the ‘necessary error’ of self-identity and it can potentially be

anything it wants to be. In other words, performativity depends on the ‘necessary

error’ of identity. As Huffer puts it

A theory that relies on the ‘necessary error’ of self-identity has the potential
for violence because, philosophically, it repeats the mimetic logic that reduces
difference to a repetition of the same. Because performativity fails to theorize
the other, the identity it stages is totalized, however provisionally, as an

ontological force that would subsume the other into its self-identity.*’

Huffer indicates that ‘performance’ within theories of (gender) performativity can
become purely self-referential, and its political effect ends up being determined by its
success as seduction. Seduction implies a relationship of dependency between a
given performative identity and the other, hence, the need to bring in questions about

81

the ethics of that performance.” Within the realm of artistic performance, seduction

is mediated by aesthetic conventions, and thus, depending on the type of staged

82 Yet, it

performance, its effects can give rise to different sets of ethical questions.
can be said that the formulation of ethical questions in any performance enables its

agents to check the response of the audience, which includes the effect of that

seduction on the listener or viewer.

The women artists under study bring to their musical performances a representation
whose meanings can be interpreted in a way that accounts for ethical considerations.

There is an element of seduction and of self-referentiality in their vocal and musical
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production (as is probably the case in most artistic performances), and yet their
musical displays may also be understood to go beyond the effect of seduction and the
mere dramatization of a ‘locutionary position’ or act of self-identity. In ways that will
be described in the case studies, they use the self-referential as a way to reach others;
they seek to connect with and elicit a response from their audiences and construct
themselves as they are constructed by listeners. They create a narrative through their
musical performance that speaks the truth about themselves as creators of art, about
the messages, the pain and enjoyment, which they write, speak or sing about. The
listener, in turn, has the capacity to ethically respond to their performance, listen to

the narrative, and bring into being the aesthetic experience.

Artistic Vocal Performance and its Relation to Performativity

This last point links to some debates surrounding the relationship between artistic or
theatrical performance and the discursive performative. An outline of some of the
arguments can give us an idea of the extent of the controversies, as well as clarify the
way in which this connection is understood in this research. As already intimated, the
‘enactments’ of the feminine as gender performance in vocal and musical production
can also be said to be performative, and although artistic or theatrical performances
involve specific conventions that separate the artists’ performances from the real life
enactments of the discursive performative, there is a sense in which artistic

performance and performativity may be understood to extend over each other.

To start with, we find that commentators have attempted to make a distinction
between the terms ‘performance’ and ‘performativity’, especially with the aim of

clarifying the concepts behind each. The terminological overlapping between
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‘performance’ (as a staged act) and ‘performativity’ (as gender identity as iterative
process) has led Andrew Parker and Kosofsky Sedgwick to argue that there exists an
‘oblique intersection’ between these terms.®* Parker indicates that performance has
normally been used to embrace a cluster of theatrical practices, whereas
performativity has moved onto the ‘centre stage’ of theoretical debates on identity and
sexual difference due to the work of Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler.®* Yet, the
terms ‘performance’ and ‘performativity’ are both applied to convey the idea of
‘gender performance’ and to describe performance acts in the artistic and cultural
fields. He thus problematises this expansion by recognising that although philosophy
and the theatre share ‘performative’ as a lexical item, the term does not necessarily
mean the same for the two disciplines and thus ‘performativity’ has been ‘marked by

cross-purposes’ 5

Butler herself indicates that it is important to distinguish theatrical performance from
performativity, given that performance presumes a pre-existing subject whereas
performativity contests the very notion of such a subject.®®* The link between
theatrical performances and gender performances in nontheatrical contexts is not, in
Butler’s view, easily drawn. She makes a connection between a theatrical and a
social role of embodied selves, which she asserts, do not ‘pre-exist the cultural

87 However, she makes a clear

conventions, which essentially signify bodies’.
distinction regarding the conventions that delimit the imaginary character of the act,
enabling a theatre performance to be announced as ‘this is just an act’, and thus ‘de-
realising’ the act, as it were, whereas in life gender performance there is no

presumption that the act is distinct from reality. This distinction produces a

disquieting effect in so far as life (gender) performances are not mediated by
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theatrical conventions that help to separate acting from reality; in turn, any challenge
to our existing ontological assumptions about existing gender arrangements can be

met with resistance, since this may imply breaking the convictions that maintain one’s

sense of reality.®®

Another way of looking at the argument is turning to social interactionists and ethno-
methodologists like Erving Goffman. Goffman understands that human beings
present themselves to another according to cultural values, norms and expectations
and seek also acceptance from an audience; the audience sees the human actions as
performances. Human actions thus depend on the dramatic effect that emerges from
the immediate scene being presented. If the ‘actor’ succeeds, the audience will view
the actor as s/he wants to be viewed, and this implies an intimate form of
communication.* In this way, he suggests that all social transactions, even the most
everyday, are proto-theatrical. Goffman’s arguments imply that everyday
performativity and theatrical performance may be connected in some way, or that the

distinctions between the two can be seen as less clear-cut.

Performativity can be seen moreover very close to the Lacanian concept of ‘acting-
out’. This refers back in psychoanalytic writing to Freud’s use of the German term
Agieren and to the themes of repeating and remembering: when a past event is
repressed from memory, the subject is destined to bring the past into the present by
acting it out. Lacan understands that ‘acting out’ occurs as a failure to recollect the
past, but argues that there is also an intersubjective dimension. The remembrance of
past events that are expressed in actions involve not only the recollection of

something to consciousness, but also communicating this event to an Other by means
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of speech. In his view, ‘acting out’ takes place when the recollection becomes
impossible due to the refusal of the Other to listen. The subject is then not able to
convey the message in words and he is forced to express it in actions; yet the subject
is not conscious of the content of the message, or that the actions contain specific
meaning, and it is then the Other who is entrusted to interpret the message.”’ The
field of ‘acting out’ is broad and includes not only traumatic repetition (which is
where Freud’s account started), but also fantasy and hysteria. ‘Acting out’ is
connected to performativity in so far as the subject’s actions are always
intersubjectively addressed to the Other and the individual’s speech is therefore
subjected to the (appropriate or inappropriate) interpretation of another subject who

occupies the position of the order of the symbolic law.

The concept of ‘acting out’ will emerge in my interpretative readings of women
artists, although this will not necessarily be always understood in the Lacanian sense.
Irigarayan thinking makes a distinction between ‘acting out’ — in the psychoanalytic
sense of letting out a repressed feeling, doing something without reflection or
mediation — and ‘performance’, which Irigaray understands as an act that is made
more consciously. Her premise implies that one considers culture in a conscious
manner, in the sense of sexuate subjects aware of the meanings of their acts or actions
who enter into a relation to culture as much as to the other. The intersubjective
relations with other sexuate subjects is conceived always in ‘performance’, and
involve ethical considerations. In this sense, Irigaray shortens further the distance
between ‘performance’, seen as the sexuate subject’s conscious awareness of her acts
and messages, and artistic performance. Within the realm of music and vocality, we

can say that although performance is mediated by artistic convention that separates
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the act from reality and hence is clearly distinct from ‘performativity’, Irigaray’s idea
of “being with an other’ as performance brings this concept — developed for real life —
closer to the more specific location where artistic performance takes place. The
dichotomy between artistic performance and the Irigarayan being as ‘performance’
(as performative discursivity) can then be seen from a more productive stance as a
relationship that actually undercuts any sense of an absolute dichotomy; that is, while
vocal performance in this study is a meta-activity with specific conventions, it is also

therefore always ‘performative’.

Being with an Other as Performance

Irigaray’s conception of two different subjects and of ‘being in two’ implicates the
construction of ‘inter-subjectivity’ in respect of sexual difference. It requires us to go
outside of ourselves in order to enter into relation with an other, and then to return
within ourselves, in order to keep our own identity without spreading to infinity or
merging with the other. Two separate concentric circles graphically represent a way
of expressing difference between the two subjects and their worlds; each subject
would have to come partly outside one’s world in order to meet the other in a middle
space, and then to return to one’s own space so as to enable an economy marked by
an ‘infinite’ entering in relation.”’ In other words, a dialectical interchange is created
between inside and outside, whereby going outside and returning inside contribute to
the cultivation of movement, through a going and letting go, and this movement
furnishes an economy of space and time.”> Given that one can never be the other, the
middle space or possible meeting point in between the two circles — corresponding to

the two subjects — is opened by the negative, which limits each of the two subjects,
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providing them with borders, with a frame that safeguards their identities and their

difference.”

‘Being in two’ involves performing, and returning to oneself also forms part of the
performance of ‘being in two’. The dialectical interchange, or the coming and going
outside and inside ourselves embedded in the conception of two different subjects and
of ‘being in two’, hence becomes a qualitative aspect of the performance; sensory
perceptions, voicing and listening can thus join in creating the performance of ‘being
in two’. Irigaray’s approach of ‘being in two’ as a dialectical exchange primarily
refers to the relation between two different subjects, and should not therefore be
theorized into a concept that might be applied outside of the ethics of such a
relationship.”* But her idea of cultivating oneself in a conscious manner and the
ethical dimension of her work can be relevant for the interpretation of women’s vocal
performance: this is an intentional and conscious activity that involves, moreover, the
expansion of women’s creativity. Feminist cultural theory provides women artists
with the tools to redefine their creative process through the concepts of representation,
the gaze, and musical displays. Through musical/vocal performance, artists are able
to create new symbolizations and challenge the convictions that sustain reality. The
artist’s subjectivity and identity as they appear in the performance can, at the same
time, reinscribe the relation of the listeners towards women’s vocal and music
production. The approach strives to ground an aesthetics specific to vocal
performance (that may be applicable to other live arts) that allows for the fact that
artistic performance involves a (gendered) musical narrativity and performative
discursivity grounded in embodied subjects, which is articulated through the voice

and can have an influence in the cultural imaginary. There is in this sense a
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significant connection between the meanings constructed in the framed performance
contexts discussed in this study and the ‘real lives’ of women. Instead of
understanding this link dichotomously, as in (artistic) ‘performance’ and
‘performativity’, we can say that this relationship between the art and women’s lives
also undercuts any sense of absolute dichotomy. The art can therefore help in

negotiating the feminine in new, progressive ways.

The Duality of Subjectivity and ‘Intra-subjective’ Performance

The recognition of the duality of subjectivities expands the interpretive possibilities of
women’s artistic production, since it is then possible from this stance to articulate the
specificity of the woman’s creativity; from that specificity, it also becomes valid to
look into the ‘intra-subjective’ relation that flows from within her self and her artistic
performance, the singing product, as it were. The artist’s vocality can be interpreted
as a way to emphasize her own subject position and her singing delivery as a means to
explore and enact a diversity of subject positions during the artistic performance. The
case of the female singer/songwriter who composes and writes her own songs can
draw attention to her subjectivity, the specificity of her own representation, as well as
the ‘intra-subjective’ relation between her self, her voice, her body, and the

constructed subject of her artistic performance.

Women vocal performers would seem to stage an interplay that touches upon
Irigaray’s dialectical strategies. Irigaray offers a definition of the ‘I’ beyond that of a
simple subjectivity which expresses itself: it is not only important to say ‘I’, but also
‘I she’ in order to keep a dialectic between subjectivity and objectivity. This allows us

to foreground the fact that the subject is two — not a unique neuter subject, but two
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sexuate subjects: ‘I she’ and ‘I he’ — and that I she’ can establish a dialogue with ‘You
she’, ‘I he’, “You he’ and so on, by way of communications between differently
sexuated subjects.”” Then a woman artist can accede to a different cultural ‘I’ by
constructing a new objectivity that corresponds to an ‘I’ that is sexed feminine, not an
indifferent ‘I’ or, in fact, a ‘he’ who dictates the truth. It is thus necessary that a
dialectical process between subjectivity and objectivity also remains within the
woman as a sexuate, and not unique, subject: ‘I she’. The woman’s artistic ‘product’
presents an interesting instance of a constructed subject, whereby she can generate her
own representation through this double structure. The ‘subject’ in her song is enacted

with the sole purpose of enabling the artistic musical performance.

Following Irigaray, we can say that the artist would construct her singing performance
in accordance to a narrative, and a sensible ‘truth’ or reality, based notably on her
sensorial perceptions, which may change over time, but which would nonetheless
enter into a dialectical process with respect to the ‘I sexed feminine. The artist could
not revert to a mere ‘I’ since she could only interpret her own experience a posteriori,
by recourse to a dialectical process.”® Yet she could artistically perform — by means
of the subject in her song — a fractional narrative of her own experience as product of
her subjective and/or perceptual experience. Given that the dialectical movement
between subjectivity and objectivity must remain open within the ‘I she’, according to
Irigaray, it could never be said that hers is always already the experience of a woman,
although the artistic ‘product’ seems to offer the space for the enactment of a more

subjective, though partial, personal experience.
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Artistic Production as Meta-performance

Artistic performance is understood more accurately as a meta-performance, which is
understood in respect of the mediation surrounding contemporary artistic production:
the musical ‘product’ contains performative elements ‘frozen’ in a recording, and this
is ready to be repeated and consumed. Technologically mediated images and sounds
and their repetition generate responsiveness from the listeners through identificatory
mechanisms with the musical work, and thus the listeners’ receptiveness of that
artistic work can bring the music to life. At the time of interpreting women’s musical
and vocal production, Irigaray’s flowing and open representations, which have been
recovered to increase sensory perceptions and energy, may be evoked.”” Women
artists utilize existing music codes and/or create their own, in a way that would seem
to reappropriate and transform music into a dissident, even subversive, musical sound
that reflects their perceptual experience. They may opt for a vocal performance that
mimics suffering or madness, for example, with the purpose of revealing that which
‘was meant to remain hidden’.”® In this way, they would appear to retain a sense of

openness when they build their (self) representation.

For Irigaray, the ‘musical universe as such’ has ‘to speak [...] the whole body, the
whole self* and it is ‘to the universe of the flesh — my flesh and that of the other — that
we have to listen first to compose a work of music’.”” Since women’s bodies enter
female subjectivity, it is possible that ‘listening to the flesh’ becomes closely
connected with women’s musical production. Artistic meta-performance would not
correspond stricto sensu to the musicality of the relation of ‘being in two’, although it
can positively tally with Irigaray’s cultural sexual difference. Women artists’ meta-

performance could be associated, in an Irigarayan sense, with the capacity to think
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about life and the real perception of our world. This means that women become
creative and challenge the signifiers until now connected with the feminine; this
requires women to find other gestures, other words to say, and to avow their identity,
body and subjectivity. Reading artistic production by women from an Irigarayan
perspective can help reclaim the ‘musical language’ of the other that is, with respect

to Western culture, the feminine musical language.

Finally, sexual difference can constitute, in Irigaray’s view, the horizon of more
fecund worlds than previously allowed for. The fecundity is not only envisaged in a
literal sense, but as the ‘production of a new age of thought, art, poetry and language:
the creation of a new poetics’.'® A first gesture that can bring autonomy for each
subject is to move from exteriority to interiority, and to develop interiority through
the cultivation of multifaceted sensitivity, which emphasizes the significance of self-

' Interacting with the world through

affection, breathing, listening and silence.'®
increased sensorial perceptions can make a dialectical exchange or a dialogue in
difference possible without losing oneself. If the interchange is to be positive, this
type of performance — understood each time as a performance — is a way of
Jjouissance, and the relation to the other, and/or to nature, may also be taken as the
discovery of enjoyment. One significant means to preserve ourselves in enjoyment 1s
the musical/vocal artistic process. This can be a major way for women to keep the

rhythm of the dialectical interactions of coming and going outside and inside
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themselves.
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Outline of Chapters

Chapter two looks at the autobiographical in vocal and musical performance and
examines in particular the connection between traumatic memory and acts of
autobiographical self-representation in women’s musical displays. Whilst the
autobiographical has been amply covered in conventional narratives and literary
genres, women’s autobiography in the visual arts and performance is a less developed
topic area; thus an increasing desire is emerging to understand ‘self-representational
acts’ Iin diverse media, which includes music. Tori Amos’s ‘Me and a Gun’ based on
a personal experience of rape, and Diamanda Galas’s ‘Artémis and Cris d’Aveugle’
on the relationship between personal and collective trauma will illustrate from
different angles how to frame the representation of both the self and trauma. Self-
referentiality in the artists’ performances emerges as ‘autobiographical subjectivity’
imprinted through vocality in their musical representation. A key aspect will be the
understanding of the autobiographical not as a fixed convention, but as a practice that
encompasses unstable boundaries and flexible limits. Personal experience, either in a
testimonial form or as fragments of memory revisited in the musical performance,
does not respond to a univocal experience; the voices of the artists become
multivoiced and are articulating with the ‘voices’ and subjectivities of their listeners.
The autobiographical in these readings unveils the relationship between the traumatic
voice of the self and the audience vis-a-vis the articulation of the artists’ subject

position in culture.

Chapter three engages with Irigaray’s and Cixous’s ideas on feminine speaking and
writing as a way to create a specific aesthetic space for women; artists can then

position themselves in a cultural location that is not necessarily constrained by
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masculine language and culture. The articulation of a specific female libidinal
economy connected with women’s libidinal energies is put forward by Cixous, and
echoes also Irigaray’s arguments that the libido has been conceived as only
masculine: hence in order for women to express their desire and fantasies, and
develop their self-affection, an economy distinct from male discourse is needed. The
reading engages with Cixous’s essay The Laugh of the Medusa and her concept of I’
écriture féminine for an interpretation of Amos’s ‘Pandora’s Aquarium’, which
provides a flowing image of the woman artist who is able to free her desire and create
new desires through creativity; it is an image that revolves around song and women’s
voices, and the interconnection of singing and writing in constructing a specific
feminine discursivity. Irigaray’s notion of the elsewhere (where the masculine
representation fails to provide an adequate image of woman) will be used in the
reading of Bjork’s ‘Cocoon’. An important aspect in both case studies is the role of
the female voice used as a masquerade following the (Irigarayan) strategy of mimesis
or mimicry, whose purpose is here to thwart traditional conceptions about women’s
voices and musical displays. The chapter discusses how the pleasure that a woman
experiences in language and artistic production is linked to feminine desire, sexuality
and the body. It also illustrates how Cixous’s and Irigaray’s French feminist tropes
and language provide the tools useful for a specific feminine perspective, and hence a
politics of representation that engages with explicit women’s desire and jouissance in

vocal and musical performance.

Chapter four explores the idea of haunting as listening experience and provides a
conceptual frame from which to ground a feminine haunting voice in musical

performance. Haunting is associated with a residue or surplus of meaning that is
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theorised as ‘uncertainty’ or repressed content, and emerges as uncanny experience.
Amos’s ‘Raining Blood’ and Bjork’s ‘Storm’ have been selected as examples in
which the artists create a mysterious, eerie soundscape, that can be read in terms of a
haunting surplus or spectral vocal residue conceptualised here as feminine. Amongst
a number of authors, the discussion draws from Freud’s concept of the uncanny,
Derrida’s understanding of spectrality and Irigaray’s emphasis on the importance of
the mother and a maternal genealogy for a relation with an imaginary or symbolic
woman or mother. In the absence of an adequate generic identity that women can
identify with, Irigaray brings the ‘maternal-feminine’ into discourse; from there, it is
possible to argue for a spectrality that embodies a feminine identity as haunting or
ghostly presence, and which is expressed through the artists’ aesthetic vision and
representation. The chapter thus argues that the haunting surplus in the artists’ vocal
performances can be seen as the trace — and a return - of a spectral repressed feminine
other. In Amos’s ‘Raining Blood’, the vocal surplus suggests the trace of a feminine
gothicised other, whereas Bjork’s ‘Storm’ lends itself to a reading centred on the
transgression of boundaries resulting from the subversive power of a cyborgian
(feminine) other. Both cultural tropes, the Gothic and the cyborg, are subject to
replication of dominant (masculine) gendered patterns and discourse; yet the presence
of feminine spectrality in the artists’ haunting vocals subverts embedded cultural
conventions and dichotomous boundaries. In specific ways, both artists create a
mysterious and ethereal listening experience associated with an uncanny vocal
surplus, a feminine residue, or a gendered spectral trace that brings together the idea

of the feminine haunting voice.
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Chapter five deals specifically with avant-garde vocal performance and the meanings
around a genre that breaks new ground in the innovative use of existing and new
vocal and musical forms. Galds’s Schrei 27 is used as single case study to illustrate
how extreme vocalisation, even when abstract or incomprehensible, becomes a
vehicle and a means to transmit an intended message or emotion. Avant-garde vocal
performance often appears to fall outside signification, and yet the performing voice
and its body source partake in the signifying system. The interpretation offered here
will draw from Kristeva’s concept of the abject and her ideas on avant-garde works
vis-a-vis her theory of the signifying process; the aim is to link Schrei 27 to a
discourse on feminine abjection. The artist’s extreme vocal production in this work is
read in terms of a separation from the abject mother; it invokes a mother’s voice that
produces horror and is seen as a threat, and is therefore abjected. At the same time,
Galas stages a hysterical abjection that is interpreted in the Irigarayan sense of
mimesis, as well as in the sense of reconsidering the meanings of the ‘hysterical’ for
feminine ends in the context of Galas’s vocal performance (inscribing the tension
between mothers and women). The emphasis accorded to the maternal in French
feminism thus reappears in Schrei 27 in connection with avant-garde vocal
performance: as a return to the voice and image of the mother, as well as re-enactment

of a primal trauma that reclaims a maternal space as a means of subversion.
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AT THE LIMITS OF THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL: THE
VOICE AND THE REPRESENTATION OF THE ‘SELF’

AND TRAUMA

Contemporary women artists working in the fields of visual art and performance have
for some time now engaged in autobiographical self-reference as a way to challenge
masculinist representations of women and to situate themselves within Western
cultural practices that have often marginalized them. This chapter explores the
autobiographical within the context of women’s self-representation in vocal and
musical performance. I am interested in looking at the way personal experience
linked to trauma emerges in some musical performances and how women
singers/performers engagé in a mode of self-representation, which speaks about the
relationship between a referential traumatic self and the subject position of women

within culture.

Tori Amos’s ‘Me and a Gun’ and Diamanda Galas’s ‘Artemis’ and ‘Cris de’aveugle’
will be considered as case studies. These two artists and their songs are very different
in expressive economy and musical delivery, and yet both songs display fragments of
the autobiographical linked to memory and trauma at the intersection of the
vocal/musical and textual narratives. The songs illustrate two ways or strategies in
which to frame the representation of trauma; the singers’ specific (traumatic)
experience emerges as ‘autobiographical subjectivity’, a term I borrow from Julia

Watson and Sidonie Smith to indicate how the components of subjectivity and
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identity — linked here to personal soundscapes — are implicated in artistic self-
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representation.  This specificity, as we shall see, gives us intimation on how women

performers decide to construct and reconstruct their selves in a process of self-

representation and cultural formation.

Julia Watson and Sidonie Smith examine women’s autobiography in visual art and
performance and argue for an expanded understanding of modes of autobiographical
self-reference to account for visual, textual, voiced and material ‘self-representational
acts’ that emerge in diverse media. These modes of self-reference are indicative of
the proliferation of autobiographical sites, as well as a sign of the broader meanings
attached now to the many practices of self-representation. In their view, women can
inscribe themselves textually, visually or performatively and hence the
autobiographical becomes ubiquitous; it extends beyond the conventional life

104 The authors look into women’s self-

narrative or storytelling of literary genres.
representation at the visual/textual interfaces, and theorise how self-representation
becomes a ‘performative act’, which is never transparent, but ‘constitutes subjectivity
in the interplay of memory, experience, identity, embodiment, and agency’.'” The
autobiographical in the context of women’s vocal and musical performance comes to
illustrate the self-representational possibilities associated with other modes of self-
reference, as outlined by Watson and Smith. In the case of musical performance,
modes of self-reference may include voiced, musical, textual and visual gestures in
which the artists’ subjectivity can be traced: it becomes imprinted in the
performance.106 The imprints of subjectivity in Amos’s and Galas’s songs enable

access to identity, and exemplify how autobiographical self-reference actively creates

the meaning of past traumatic memory.'”” In this way, a space for the affirmation of



Esther Zaplana Rodriguez 72

the artist as a woman-as-subject can be claimed through the disclosure of personal

experience.

Leigh Gilmore in The Limits of Autobiography. Trauma and T. estimony specifically
addresses the relationship between the autobiographical and the retrieval of traumatic
experience. Her study focuses on written testimonies; they are narratives of trauma
that draw on a range of discourses and representational practices, but share a non-
conventional approach to autobiography. She is also interested in shifting attention
from autobiography to embrace questions of representativeness, and specifically looks
at cases that display practices recognised as autobiographical, but which veer off

autobiography conventions.'®

Gilmour offers another insight into debates on the
autobiographical, since she establishes a link between representing the self and
representing trauma, and draws attention to specific articulations of trauma in relation
to the settings in which they emerge.'” Questions on how self-representation and the
representation of trauma reach into each other and how the traumatic ‘self’ is
construed in performative acts of self-referentiality will be considered in Amos’s and
Galas’s performances.''® “Me and a Gun’ and ‘Artemis’ and “Cris de’aveugle’ can be

seen as limit-cases where the autobiographical is structured through what is and is not

exposed of the trauma in self-representation.

A traditional mode of self-representation for women artists is ‘naming’, which draws
attention to the identity of the name, the artist, and thus the subject of the work. In
literary genres, ‘naming’ can emerge in the form of testimony and confession, a
convention that usually informs the self-referential narration. The autobiographical

implies bringing to the work a life history, a personal experience and the body of the
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artist/author whose self-representation acquires symbolic material form. Watson and
Smith refer to this embodied self-representation as ‘materializations of
autobiographical subjectivity’, and indicate that ‘autobiographical acts’ of self-
portrayal have traditionally involved a visible likeness of the artist in the work.'!
This visible likeness may not be there in modern-day acts of autobiographical
performance, in particular where the self-representation is fragmented and/or arises in
non-conventional forms of autobiography. In this way, self-referential acts in diverse
media can now exceed established conceptions of self-portrayal; these acts give way
to a wide-range of self-displays, which do not necessarily act as mirrors of the artist,

but as engagements with embodied self-representation.''?

In this sense, autobiographical reference as a performative act in musical
performances (recordings and videos) is not understood as a mirror image or accurate
account of the artist’s experience. Amos’s and Galas’s self-referentiality embeds
non-literal renderings of self-representation, which are underpinned by musical
aesthetics, and require interpretation within the context of the artists’ mode of
expression; consideration must also be given as to the extent to which the trauma is
metaphorized and/or conveyed more realistically in the vocal/musical performance.
Gilmore looks at questions to do with the separateness between the autobiographical
and fiction, inasmuch as narratives do not comply with a literal truth; singers who
engage with traumatic experience blur the separation between the name and their
artistic representation.  Gilmour indicates that authors may engage in self-
representation to lose their name and perhaps find another name, whilst ‘my’
(traumatic) experience may also stand unambiguously for others and ‘our’ experience.

She interrogates conventional forms of testimony and confession in that the
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testimonial and the confessional may not present a univocal story; they can become
multivoiced, and hence evidence the unstable boundaries of the autobiographical.'!?
In ‘Me and a Gun’, Amos engages in a highly fragmented testimony of a personal
story of sexual violation, which simultaneously exploits and destabilizes the
confessional mode; it thus challenges conventional forms of autobiography. Personal
experience emerges in the form of a confessional subject whose position is
momentarily fixed in the performance as a constructed fiction. The testimony does
not comply with a literal truth; there is no story as such, but fragments of memory as
remembrance of a real life traumatic event. The performance precludes ‘naming’ and
thus diverts attention away from the identity of the artist in order to relate her
experience of rape to a wider, collective identity. The ‘fiction’ in the musical
performance aims at foregrounding the identity of the represented ‘self’, whilst the
audience is also enabled to identify and acknowledge the positioning of Amos as
subject. Representativeness can test the limits of what is fictional and real, true and
untrue; in this sense, ‘Me and a Gun’ exceeds conceptions of self-portrayal and

expands the meanings attached to the testimonial voice in performance.'"*

The ‘self” in autobiography, according to Liz Stanley, is construed and explored as
something much more than individual, for although it refers to ‘a “unique mind” in
one sense, it is also closely articulating with the lives of others’.'"” It would seem that
in the cases under study the dynamics of articulating with the listeners’ subjectivities
make the woman singer’s ‘autobiographical subjectivity’ ‘exceed’ its individualism
and become more heterogeneous, dispersed and contingent vis-a-vis her audience.
Indeed, Watson and Smith suggest that in some artistic production ‘autobiographical

subjectivity’ can emerge dispersed or heterogeneous, although the imprint of
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subjectivity is still registered in the work.''® This is particularly relevant for works
where radical gestures of self-referentiality are performed at an extreme of the avant-
garde, as it is the case of Galds’s vocal performances. Meaning in Galas’s ‘Artemis’
and “Cris de’aveugle’ is not produced on account of the confessional or testimonial,
but via the transference of personal traumatic memories that are consciously revisited
in the performance at the interface of her intense vocalisation and the auditory. The
autobiographical in Galas is encoded in a way that challenges the limits of the
representation of personal experience. Whilst her avant-garde performances activate
self-disclosure and display the artist’s self-referentiality almost univocally, the
‘autobiographical subjectivity” imprinted in her work becomes also heterogeneous: it
connects with others” subjectivities at the time the listeners re-interpret the meanings
of Galas’s radical musical gestures. Her performances can be said to embody the
trauma itself, given that her often-radical vocal articulations, her sounds, aim to
literalize the very emotions involved in trauma. Amos and Galds experiment at the
boundaries between different performance forms and ideas about the relationship
between the autobiographical self and others. They seem to weave a hazy line
between self-referential voice and the voices of others, and between fragments of

traumatic experience and aesthetic creation.

The autobiographical in musical performance thus offers a space for the subject to
reflect on identity, especially the enacted identity; it also offers a space to negotiate
past memory from within a present perspective, which, in turn, is directed to multiple
addressees or audiences. Amos and Galas — as subjects of the musical performance —
enter into a dialogue with both themselves, as they construe the meanings of their

traumatic past, and the listeners, who are invited to produce the meanings of
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autobiographical experience. Given the processes within the subject, and between the
subject and the multiple identities to which the work is addressed, the subject in
autobiographical musical performance is not viewed as sovereign; neither is identity
viewed as coherent and stable (in the sense that the musical narrative can be
constitutive of personal identity, but the personal in autobiography emerges as
enacted ‘self’, which is contingent, and open to the listener’s interpretation).!'” In a
Foucaldian sense, subjectivity as a response to cultural/social forces produces a
positioning of the subject which is contingent and strategic, and the position of Amos
and Galas as women subjects who engage with traumatic experience in their songs is
not a closed position; there is interaction with other discourses and the positioning of

other subjects.’'®

The autobiographical becomes then a performative site in which
‘the psychic formations of subjectivity and culturally coded identities intersect and
“interface” one another’.'" It can be said, more generally, that psychic formations of
subjectivity and identity emerge in creative works, and hence subjectivity is always
imprinted in cultural production as the trace of the artist’s representativeness. Thus,
in this sense, the self-referential is always implicated in artistic creation, although
‘autobiographical subjectivity’, as it is understood here, will emerge specifically in
the cases where there is an active engagement of the artist with past personal
experience, both as an act of remembering, and as a way to assume agency through a
self-referential artistic/discursive practice.'*® Subjectivity linked to traumatic memory
in these case studies is therefore connected with the performer’s agency and her
attempts to articulate her ‘self’ through performance; the woman artist can then

determine her own embodied self-representation and the way she decides to inscribe

herself as subject and represent trauma in her music.
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Psychoanalytic propositions on the nature of trauma extend back to the work of
Freud, who offers an earlier model of the structure and insistence of trauma. Taking
Freud’s essay ‘Remembering, Repeating, and Working-Through’, Linda Belau draws
attention to Freud’s psychoanalytic technique and his concern with the manifestation

121 . .
There is a connection between the

of the forgotten past in the traumatic present.
repression of a traumatic event and the manifestation — the acting out — of the
forgotten past in the present; in the analytic situation, the analysand does not
remember anything of what he has forgotten and repressed; she acts it out, and this
indicates therefore the emergence of the signifier.'”** In order to be remembered, the
past event has to be articulated into a chain of knowledge, which means that the
process of remembering and memory are caught in a signifying chain. Yet, resistance
around the repressed trauma is for the patient not easily overcome, even if it takes the
form of knowledge; this led Freud to realise that remembering itself can be a peculiar
form of resistance. Belau points out that Freud comes to understand memory in terms
of repression; he sees the traumatic memory as the persistence of repetition in
recollection, which manifests itself in an action (rather than in the symbolic sphere);

the analysand is unaware of the meaning of this repetition because it is repressed, and

thus the traumatic past can only be dealt with from within a present scenario.'>>

Belau explains that trauma is an affect that is felt afterwards; it is not so much related
to the event itself, but to the impossibility of integrating the event into a
knowledgeable network. If something goes wrong with memory, it means that a
signifier has been elided from the chain of signifiers that constitute the symbolic
history and memory of the subject. The important aspect for Freud is less to integrate

resistance than to mark in the field of knowledge the impossibility of integration.
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Memory fails and the past seems too unbearable for it to be integrated or symbolized:
it is then transferred to the present in the form of repetitions, which force us to see the
impossibility to integrate trauma into remembrance (and hence articulate it in
language). Working-through can be seen as a way to recall and understand the

devastating effect of the forgotten event, which seems impossible to integrate.'**

The representation of trauma in the musical narrative will involve looking at the
artist’s expressive resources in connection with the personal, which is interpreted as
the memory of the experience that re-emerges as autobiographical content. Trauma is
taken as the unrepresentable, something beyond language, since this fails in the face
of trauma; and yet the unconscious language of traumatic repetition may
progressively be replaced by conscious language that can realise trauma.'?’ Language
marks a space or site from which the victim can articulate her trauma, as a way of
working through (especially if there is a listener ready to listen to the trauma). The
musical performance can be seen as an effective medium through which to channel
that which cannot be spoken of. In the attempt to realise trauma, musical expression
can have a liberating and/or subversive role, given that artistic modes do not follow
the usual ‘logical’ analytic methods. The tension between the psychical, marked by
trauma, and the representative self can be liberated through the articulation of a
performative traumatic self, which begins to be imaginable to others through the
conscious language of musical/artistic expression. ‘Me and a Gun’ and ‘Artemis’ and
‘Cris de’aveugle’ can be thought of as the expressions of a traumatic past which
cannot be integrated, but which is progressively realised and represented through the

song; the trauma comes into the signifying processes that operate within the musical

performance.
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The representation of trauma in musical performance may therefore be understood as
a way to mark, through vocality, the signifying chain in which non-integrated trauma
occurs. The traumatic elements that emerge in the performance can be integrated in a
chain of knowledge that may be seen as the present scenario. Specific nuances in the
vocal and musical delivery may be associated with the transference of trauma in the
form of unconscious repetitions (as acting out the trauma), although these are soon
integrated within conscious vocal articulations that emerge as the trace of the
memory, as a way to signify the trauma. In an Irigarayan sense, the musical
performance is understood more accurately as meta-performance, inasmuch as this
involves an act that is made consciously and offers a way of producing culture in a
conscious manner. The artist does not necessarily stand for the sovereign self of
autobiography, and yet self-representation and trauma in performance may question,
as Gilmour suggests, how the relations in which we act and live — between the woman

artist and her performance — may be reinvented through the self.!?®
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The Autobiographical in Tori Amos’s ‘Me and a Gun’: the Singing

Voice as a Signifier

Tori Amos’s music does not seem to belong to more conventional popular styles and
seems to deliberately step beyond musical influences that inform her production so as
to generate her own, very personal, expressive modality. In 1991 Amos achieved
commercial success as a result of her debut album Little Earthquakes, an
unconventional record in many ways and full of the kinds of melodic, lyrical song
forms that we have come to expect from her. Amos declared she had conceived the
album as a way of permitting herself to open up her inner world, which had been
buried or silent for many years, and as a way of initiating a process of healing, and of

dealing with difficult and traumatic events in her life.'”’

To a large extent, her
production may be seen as autobiographical journeys into her inner experiences and
emotions; the way she is able to appropriate an outer reality and transform it, through
a female lens, into something individual, not experienced before, is a marker of her
work throughout. She has on occasions explained the process of song writing as
listening to what her inner being is saying to her, as well as ‘listening’ to the stories
the songs are trying to communicate to her: ‘And they [the songs] would say “it is
time for you to put down my essence and what I'm trying to tell you.'® Her
creative process reveals therefore Amos’s interest in communicating her (female)
‘individuality’ through the power of song writing, an aspect that is consistent with her
own description of her music as having a ‘kind of female’ feeling or ‘girl songs’.'*® It

can be said more generally that most of her vocal production works at embodying a

strong female subject position. Amos’s interiority is also associated with concepts



Esther Zaplana Rodriguez 81

that may be said to reflect her inner world and spill out in her production: the garden,
nature and the honeybee in the Beekeeper (2005), a feminine space where each song
operates as a metaphor for a garden to be entered into by the listener; the musical
travelogue in Scarlet’s Walk (2002), a personal journey back through her native
America or the transformation and appropriation of male themes for female purposes

in Strange Little Girls (2001).

The desire to locate and express a female subject position can be traced to a tendency
in Amos’s work to exploit the messy spaces between introspection and confession;
this is the expression of Amos’s subjective experience, whilst her performances seek
at the same time to bridge a gap to the outer world, to reach her audience (inter-
subjectively) by way of transmitting feelings of identification through a common
shared experience. Indeed, an intimate yet performative mode of sharing is a key
aspect of her work, which aims to reach and account for a multiplicity of audience
subjectivities.”*’ Although Amos’s traumatic inner world seems to define her role as
a songwriter, as a way of projecting what is inside herself, her performance is also
about Amos’s way of perceiving the ‘outside’, which is then interiorised from the
subject position of a woman, to be brought back to the surface in her performance.
This duality is at the heart of the instability of the confessional: the ‘inner’ world
thrown outwards into the public arena; expression (literally ‘throwing out’) as itself a
way of rejecting or working through the trauma of selfhood. The dynamics of this
process problematize the inside/outside binarism and underline the permeability of the
boundary between the autobiographical and the fictitious, between the performer and
her audience.”®' The combination of these aspects of Amos’s production allows us to

study the meanings ascribed to her vocal performance in terms of authorial intent;
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looking at the autobiographical in this way enables us to read the songs as open texts,
and to consider the reception of her music vis-a-vis the subject positions of her

listeners.

‘Me and a Gun’ is an interesting example because of the singularity of the
performance, in which Amos exposes the experience of sexual violation in song. It is
a powerful example of one of the ways in which the personal and the inter-subjective
emerge in Amos’s creativity in such a way as to allow ‘autobiographical subjectivity’
to ‘flow’ through her performance. A first version of the song is performed
unaccompanied and included in the album Little Earthquakes from 1992. A remix of
‘Me and a Gun’ from 2004 incorporates suggestive music to great effect; it offers
some of the elements contained in the original song, although in this later version the
listeners’ focus on the lyrics is somehow diminished. My attention will therefore be
drawn to the original song from 1992, in which her voice appears bare, ‘naked’, and
full of expressivity (please, refer to DVD songs, chapter 2 ‘Me and a Gun’). The song
articulates a singing verbalization or letting go of the artist’s own experience of being
held hostage and sexually and emotionally violated.”*> This performance is usually
regarded as a way of working through feelings of victimisation, and it can also be
perceived as an empowering act of leaving behind traumatic life experience.
However, the interpretation of ‘Me and a Gun’ as operating simply as a talking cure
appears somewhat simplistic, especially if we consider Amos’s engagement with her
audience, as well as the multiplicity of significations that underpin her vocal
performance. Amos draws from the experience and transforms it into a unique
narrative about a woman’s positioning as a subject within culture: the unveiling of a

story that emanates from an external painful experience and the conscious process of
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assimilation into the interna The re-externalisation and sharing of that painful

experience through her performance destabilizes the dynamics between the social and
the psychic, as well as the boundary between a real distressing life experience and the
fragmented, but insightful narrative of the song. The content of the lyrics draws from
autobiographical reference, which is not to be taken on the whole as accurate
approximations to life events, but in relation to Amos’s way of feeling and speaking
out of a woman’s voice, which maps/blends onto her singing performance. The
fragmentary recollection of the experience of rape in ‘Me and a Gun’ gradually — and
powerfully — becomes the experience of others, thus illustrating the instability of both
identity and the confessional as it tests the limits of the sovereign self. Self-reference
enables the artist to foreground the dynamics of alterity and hence authorise herself as
other. The space created in her singing performance allows Amos to designate and
empower herself as an artist, as the author of the song and of her own persona placed
at the centre of the narrative, as well as the author/performer of her own music. She
becomes both powerfully confessional subject and extraordinarily brutalised object in

a singular traumatic moment.

Vocal Performance and the Trace of the Trauma

Amos sings ‘Me and a Gun’ using a voice that does not deviate much from a single
vocal location (head voice with occasional throat articulation). Her vocal production
seems stable, but is also slightly inflected at some points, where she randomly
articulates a fleeting throaty sound, and quickly moves to head voice: ‘it was me and a
gun and a man on my back and I sang ‘holy holy’ as he buttoned down his pants
[..]".1>* The song is sung in her lower vocal range and her voice becomes almost like

a whisper, apparently denoting a certain intensity of feeling. She utilises a number of
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simple techniques to emphasise (perform, stage) the intensity of this experience for
us: emphasis on the initial phonic sound of the words; stress on sibilants and
fricatives; and other nuances of diction and tone that could indicate a kind of
laboured, almost strenuous revisiting of the site of trauma: ‘[..] does it mean I should
spread for you, your friends your father, Mr Ed [..]’."** Moreover, the ‘overflow’ of
emotion in the vocal performance is strengthened by the listener’s awareness of the
- presence of autobiographical elements in her narrative. The content takes the listener
to the instance of the sexual violation and stages a certain version of what might go
through the mind of the victim at that traumatic moment of violation: ‘[..] These
things go through your head when there’s a man on your back and you are pushed flat
on your stomach [..]"."*° Listening to Amos’s voice can generate an effect of
identification or empathy, but it can also produce a chilling effect of listening to that
which is usually concealed and a sudden encounter with oneself as voyeur. The
autobiographical here connotes both a disclosure of a personal intimate moment and
the concealment of that which is suppressed and traumatic, and hence it can function
somewhat like a mask or a screen. Amos’s vocal performance becomes the screen
that resonates with her life experience: when the spoken words may not find a way of

telling, her singing voice becomes the sonic screen that stages something very

private.'*’

The voice in song, the singing voice, then, can be seen to underpin and elaborate a
certain political focus already evident in the lyrics. Yet it can also be seen to extend
those meanings well beyond the singularly verbal: having to face up to or work
through the violence inflicted on a woman deprived of her will is perhaps the most

difficult process that this song tries to deal with. The experience of rape can produce
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serious psychic disturbance and in this sense the woman can find it hard, if not
impossible, to envisage an adequate compensation for her victimisation. The concept
of ‘radical injustice’, as posited by Brett Levinson, contends that a wronged
individual can be driven to an extreme in which she/he cannot perceive equivalency
between the distress endured and a given (or even imagined) punishment for the
assault.'*® Although Levinson’s concept of ‘radical injustice’ entails the impossibility
of a crime/punishment exchange or ‘transaction’, it can be relevant to the case of rape
in that the memory of that victimisation may continuously haunt the woman. The
victim may, in turn, be burdened by a sense that the wrong is beyond repair or
restitution and hence the feeling of ‘radical injustice’. As pointed out by Levinson,
‘radical injustice’ is connected with Kristeva’s arguments on melancholy in Black
Sun, in so far as the traumatic experience may not be converted into a re-presentation
or memory of the past event and thus the melancholic fails to mourn and work
through the pain.'* The lack of re-presentation or memory confines the individual to
a recurrent and perpetual living presence of the trauma as a ‘raw’ repetition.
Likewise, ‘radical injustice’ becomes severe when it cannot be determined, gauged or
measured. Amos’s lyrics represent an attempt to somehow represent that traumatic
moment by way of an account of the painful event, without reducing it to simple
narrative, and thus her vocal expression, above and beyond the simply ‘verbal’
meanings of the lyrics, can be read as the representation or trace of that trauma, the
vocal performance functions as an interruption and working through, a breaking down
of the continual living presence of the trauma. In her singing performance, Amos’s
narrative/lyrics (representation) can be construed as the replacement for the pain,

which can therefore point towards the clearing of that suffering and trauma.'*
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The Singing Voice as a Signifier

Words in ‘Me and a Gun’ are prolonged at some points and cut sharply in dynamic
towards the end of each strophe; Amos sometimes finishes a verse in a non-audible
sound, almost beyond her register. These silenced, truncated endings remind one of a
sigh, a faint break in the linearity of vocal production. This view can be supported
also by Amos’s intervention in the flow of song with almost spoken fragments,
especially at the end of lines. These spoken fragments are necessarily pitched outside
the diatonic frame of the song and thereby disturb also the harmonic unity of the
song-flow. This aspect combined with the rasping sounds in the throat mentioned
above also disrupt the linearity of the song, as well as combining arbitrarily notes of
small and larger amplitude and altering the duration of the sonic envelope. The hard
timbre in the quality of her voice is perceptible by way of an occasional brusque
attack at the beginning of a verse, overemphasising a throat voice followed by a head
voice. These occasional harsh articulations in her voice (‘[..] tell me what’s right [..]’;

‘..do you know CAROLINA [..]’; ‘And you are push flat [..]’) are articulated in a

higher register and the sound appears to stage a strong emotion or pain, resembling
something like a stylised and fragmented cry at feelings of powerlessness and
frustration. The sporadic emotional releases work as ruptures in the continuity of the
tone, emphasising the volatile mood of the song, as a device that seems to accentuate
the singer’s refusal to distance herself from the content of the lyrics. In this way, and
although her vocality is carefully controlled, the artist stages in her performance a
deliberate and dramatic effect of not having totally mastered her feelings, of not

having a hold over her vocal expression.
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The overall sound quality is introspective, grave, and characterised by an intense
breathiness in the articulation of her voice. These elements contribute to the
dramatics of her voice, evident in the elongated notes and the alternation of gentle
and hard attacks at the beginning of verses, as well as the truncated endings of words
in the lyrics. In Amos’s singing, these contrasts become very subtle, but embody
feelings of abject distraction. It is a voice that finds it hard to come out of the body, a

voice that encounters a resistance, and powerfully stages the singing female subject.

Amos’s use of the lower half of her register, the gentle and hard attacks, and the
overuse of breath production in her voice seem to accentuate a connection between
the musical/vocal elements unique to her singing performance (the signifiers) and the
conceptual elements derived from her vocalised music and lyrics (what is signified);
the latter would include two related dimensions, aesthetic and social, linked to the
trauma of rape. We are assuming here that there are for communication not only
verbal language, but also other aspects associated with our sensory apparatus, such as
the auditory and the visual. Lacan argues that the relation between signifier and
signified is extremely unstable since signifiers in his theory not only have conscious
existence but also work in the unconscious and can therefore exist prior to

M In psychoanalytic terms, Amos’s performance appears at first to draw

signifieds.
attention to the énoncé or content of her statements (the experience of rape), although
a closer listening to her articulations would seem to indicate a focus on the
énonciation, which refers to the position of the subject in the production of the
statement. In Lacanian theory, énonciation is located in the unconscious: he affirms

that the source of the speech comes from the unconscious and not so much from the

ego or consciousness; he goes on then to establish that the subject is split or divided at
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the time of uttering ‘I’, since there is the ‘I’ of the énonciation or unconscious and the
‘" master of the statement.'” Amos’s singing verbalisation, analysed as an
individual act that refers to a specific situation — rape — could be interpreted in terms
of the Lacanian split subject where the ‘I’ alluded to in the performance leaves the
trace of both the ‘I’ master of the song and the unconscious ‘I’ subject of (and
submitted to) trauma. If we take singing as a mode of communication, as a form of
expressing or staging Amos’s interiority, we may assume, in a Lacanian fashion, that
the singing comes from the unconscious, which is the site of the ‘discourse’ of the
Other, and it can therefore destabilize the unity of the subject in the performance.'®
In his theory, Lacan does not make a distinction between male and female subjects,
although if we were to make such a gender distinction (as proposed by Irigaray), it
could be argued that Amos’s unconscious musical language may be understood as
coming from the position that the female ‘I’ takes in discourse and hence it may be

% We will come back to Irigaray and the

viewed as the expression of the feminine.
relevance of her arguments to Amos’s performance; for the moment, the split subject
can be illustrated in ‘Me and a Gun’ through the uneasiness in the flowing of the
song: the unconscious traumatic (female) ‘I’ that becomes audible through the
articulations of the performer, by way of sensing the faltering voice and all those
subtle musical elements that evoke trauma. Amos’s ‘I’ operating as a shifter becomes
the subject of the narrative in the lyrics and designates the unconscious subject ‘I’ or
subject of the énonciation. In this way, Amos would seem to draw attention to the
centrality of the subject position from which she is speaking and foreground
simultaneously what is signified in her performance. ‘Me and a Gun’ seems to give

voice/expression to the female subject (discursively and performatively) and also

relocate the boundaries between the personal and the artistic performance —the purely
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performative — and the inside and outside, concepts that normally define and delimit

constructions of sexuality and gender.

Amongst the subtle elements in ‘Me and a Gun’, the highly charged intimate
vocalisation and the throaty articulations connote pain, an excess of distressing
emotion, which can moreover be read as the Lacanian Real cutting through from
outside language and resisting symbolisation. One of the intrinsic qualities of the
Real is as that which cannot be assimilated to the symbolic order, which renders it
essentially traumatic. The Real would seem to emerge in ‘Me and a Gun’ through the
articulations of Amos’s voice, unmediated as the object of anxiety, the trauma of rape.
By somehow ‘getting to’ the traumatic event in her performance (staging it, repeating
it), connecting it with words, the part of the Real that remains unsymbolised — the
residual experience — enters a process of productive symbolisation. Language allows
the trauma to be related to a wider range of signifiers (‘[..] but I haven’t seen
Barbados so I must get out of this [..]”), and this process enables Amos to engage in a
dialectic or movement with her own ‘discourse’.!** Yet, the Real is for Lacan both
inside the traumatic experience and outside as an external reality, and the unconscious
1s not pure interiority, but it is also outside, reflecting the intersubjective construction
of the subject. As we have already intimated, Amos problematises the inside/outside
binarism by way of projecting outwards those emotions which had previously been
internalised, turning interiority, literally, inside out. Lacan understands oppositions
such as inside/outside as continuous with each other, and it is therefore possible in his
argumentation to cross over from inside to outside or vice versa.'*® Lacan makes this
particularly clear (insofar as Lacan is ever clear) in his articulation of the moebius

strip, where a three-dimensional figure appears to have two distinct sides, but the two
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are continuous with each other, that is, there is only one side. It illustrates how
binarisms such as inside/outside are often presented in opposition, although they are
in fact connected, joined to each other, such that it is therefore possible to cross over

from the inside to outside and vice versa.!?’

Within the Lacanian reading, it would
seem that this dynamic is operating in Amos’s ‘Me and a Gun’, by means of a kind of
circularity (internal/external) which seems to offset the separation between these two
territories. Irigaray, however, refuses to see the internal and the external in the same
horizon in relation to the moebius strip. In her reading, she is concerned about
mingling the person’s inside and outside in the same cycle or orbit, and suggests
instead an image of touching where two hands join together, but do not grasp each
other. Irigaray’s image of the hands, touching lightly like the two lips, illustrates her

understanding of the world and the self not as continuous to each other, but joined in

. . T . 148
unison, without assimilation of one into the other.

Amos’s Enunciatory Position: Assuming Irigaray’s Feminine ‘I’ as a Speaking
Subject

Yet, Amos’s performance would seem to require a specific feminist reading in as
much as if ‘Me and a Gun’ is about a sense of victimisation and healing, it is also
about trying to find a way of staging a personal narrative and of expressing Amos’s
interiority without losing that inside’s special quality, of letting female identity and
subjectivity emerge in her musical language without having to acquiesce to a
masculine symbolic. This can be understood as an open-ended searching through
language (music and lyrics) for woman’s own name and voice, an exploration of her
identity. The need to listen to Amos’s music as an inscription of the female subject is

thus grounded in this project. Irigaray can be usefully applied here to argue for an
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explicit feminine position. The subject of énonciation in Lacan’s theory speaks
through language and to take up one’s position in language, as Margaret Whitford
suggests in her discussion of Irigaray’s concept of parler-femme, presupposes that one
has to take up a place on one side or another of the male/female divide: regardless of
the internal split, the speaking subjects are either male or female and thus the
unconscious, which makes itself heard through speech, would consequently let gender
speak without the conscious awareness of the speaker (in the same way as neurosis or
phantasy are assumed within psychoanalysis to speak through the unconscious

mind).'#

Unlike the masculine subject, the female subject would encounter, in
psychoanalytic terms, a tension between her subjectivity — constituted in language —
and female identity, given that the moulding of women’s subjectivity takes place
within the representations and language of the (male) symbolic; this would
necessarily have to leave a mark in the discourse of the female speaker, which can
therefore be a sign of the difference between masculine and feminine/female
(speaking) subjects.”®®  This specific Irigarayan feminist argument is perhaps
particularly appropriate for Amos’s ‘Me and a gun’ since parler-femme, following
Whitford’s argument, refers to énonciation. Within this perspective, the position one
takes up in énonciation is always in relation to an interlocutor, subject to an
interpretation, which will take place within the (male) symbolic. ~ Whitford
understands Irigaray as a thinker of change and identifies a particular concern in her
thinking for the conditions of women’s subjectivity and for ‘how women can assume

the ‘I’ of discourse in their own right and not as a derivative male .13

In view of this, Amos’s enunciatory position in ‘Me and a Gun’ would be located vis-

a-vis the interpretations of an interlocutor/audience and her voice is listened to within
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the context of patriarchal norms that have systematically silenced women as speaking
subjects. Amos’s performance would seem to be assuming Irigaray’s feminine ‘I’ of
enunciation in its own right, the parler-femme or feminine subject of the woman
artist, singer and music performer. Yet, as a subject victim of rape, her traumatic
experience adds an uncanny dimension to her (female) subjectivity. Testimonies of
victims of rape reveal that the most disturbing element of the experience is the sense
of being deprived of self: without consent, the subject feels evacuated from within.
One way to mitigate the feeling of selflessness is to displace one’s subjectivity and
adopt the feeling of not being there, as if the woman witnessed the rape from outside
the scene.'>® Either way of experiencing the assault (from ‘within’ the experience or
absent from it) can produce subsequent psychological damage for the victim. The
implication for Amos — subject of the artistic performance and victim of rape — seems
to have two related dimensions: on the one hand, the musical performance functions
as a mediated, but powerful method to either restore the self or re-direct the
displacement of subjectivity. On the other hand, Amos seems to attempt through the
musical performance to re-affirm and consolidate the feminine ‘I’, by way of finding
her own voice, and by thinking of herself as ‘woman-as-subject’. As we have seen,
assuming female subjectivity in language by singing the autobiographical (speaking
as woman/parler-femme) can break the silence of the woman subject in the (male)
symbolic, and may produce, as a result, a change in the discourse of dominant cultural
values. By giving a voice to the traumatic experience of rape in her performance,

Amos authorises and empowers the feminine and undertakes a process of self-

representation (please, see figure 1).
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Figure 1: Tori Amos 'Me and a Gun' live New York, Jan. 23, 1997

The Voice that Originates in the Wounded Female Body

Even without mention of the name, ‘Me and a Gun’ refers to the particular and the
personal, and it subsequently forestalls the possibility of Amos being seen as an
unnamed or unidentified object or victim of sexual violence; the performance thus
breaks the silence that may render rape anonymous and general (please, refer to DVD
musical videos, chapter 2 ‘Me and a Gun’ live in New York).'53 Her articulation is
also implicitly linked to a sense of loss, in that, within dominant discourses, the
wound/pain inflicted on women’s bodies is often masked, devalued or erased, and it
may therefore be necessary to re-inscribe women’s histories time and time again.
Amos’s voice originates in a body inscribed with violence and disruption, and thus
the mediation of the female wounded body in her song suggests a connection or
cohesiveness between her whole body and the singing performance. The binarisms of
discourse entail a hierarchy that in the case of the subject/object divide results
problematical for women as they attempt to affirm their subject position in culture.
The devaluation attached to women’s bodies as ‘object’ poses, in this exceptional

articulation, the complex relation of the female subject to its culturally objectified
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female or feminine body.'** At the time of using language, a woman is faced with a
paradox: entering the patriarchal genealogy in which her position as an object has
already been defined, or else remaining outside the signifying system altogether; if
she wants to speak her own identity, the subject-object relation does not adequately
provide an economy that enables the woman to articulate her subject position.'*’
Irigaray proposes an economy not based on a ‘subject-object’ relation and elaborates
therefore an alternative economy of ‘between-subjects’, based on an inter-subjective
relation between different subject, and respecting sexual difference. Whitford points
out that Irigaray envisions the Kristevan concept of the subject in process as a subject
in dialogue, as always engaged with the other.'*® The body is also brought into the
language/subject equation and then nourished by blood, flesh and material elements.
The woman is then able to speak her identity using words, images and symbols, and
her own body, and engage in a constructive and dialogic relation with the other. In
psychoanalytic terms, this would imply bringing into language the maternal-feminine;
in other words, the woman enters language as a subject by making a non-objectifying
female identification with the mother (a point to which I will return in the next

17 A similar position could be reached within the terms of Lacanian

chapter).
psychoanalysis (although Lacan himself does not do this). In the ‘first time’ of the
Oedipus Complex, child and mother relate to each other as subjects (or perhaps as
babbling proto-subjects): the object — a maternal phallus — circulates between them.
Up to now, for Lacan as for Freud, there is no difference between little boys and little

girls; only subsequently does the issue of sexual difference arise, and the differential

structure of identification is therefore put in place.
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From this perspective, Amos’s performance of ‘Me and a Gun’ can be read as re-
inscribing the relation between woman-as-subject and her objectified victimised body:
the body is brought into the musical language in order to speak her own (female and,
in this case, traumatised) self and to enter via the performance into a productive
communication with the other. In this sense, this process can be viewed as blurring
the boundary of the discourse of the subject/objeét (mind/body), given that the
wounded body indispensably extends under Amos’s narrative self, metaphorically in
blood and flesh and material elements. Her voice originates in her body, which
becomes associated with sound and is identified with the feminine subject: ‘you have
got to be your own song’.15 ® Amos’s statement summarises the strong presence of her
body and its ubiquitousness in her renderings. The wounded female body in ‘Me and
a Gun’ cannot lend itself easily to simple objectification or reductive semantic
schemata even if the externalisation of the suffering in the performance works as a
substitute for and the clearing of the pain. The wounded body lacks an acceptable or
satisfactory referential content for the listener, and although the imagination may turn
it into an imaginary object, this object would not be there in any experienceable form

? It could be argued that the vestige of the

susceptible to gratifying sensations.'
wounded female body may extend beyond the listener’s imagination of the singing
body and thus the representable instance of imagining the body that is singing may
resist/defy the objectification of the pain inflicted on the body. By voicing her
pain/trauma, Amos positions herself, in this single performance, as a feminine subject
whose body is placed at the centre, at odds within a patriarchal culture that has
generated an all too familiar description of the (objectified sexual) female body and

has equally prompted silence around the female wounded body (especially as a result

of male violence). Amos’s body seems in ‘Me and a Gun’ to move out and away
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from the masculine symbolic representation of the female body, and her performance
creates a set of new significations linked to rape and violence as visible, audible,

traumatically extant.

The Unassuming Vocal Performance and the Reversal of the Dynamics of the
Mask

The body in ‘Me and a Gun’ appears disambiguated, removed from musical
instrument or technical assistance, and serves to house the voice, which is marked by
the trajectory of a strong bodily presence. Amos’s body becomes the instrument and
her voice springs from her body without aid. Lucy Green suggests that the singing
woman can enact a vocal display that retains an embodied quality, an ability to lure
which represents no threat for (and is thus acceptable within) patriarchal culture.'®
Amos’s voice in ‘Me and a Gun’ is framed/contained within an understated
performance, stripped of artifice and embellishment. The unassuming vocal delivery
suggests detachment from the body, whilst the bodily quality of Amos’s voice
insinuates proximity to the body. This interplay between detachment and
embodiment in the performance would seem to offset the allure of the female singing
voice, whilst simultaneously holding onto the body as a site of meaning. If we think
of the melody and the music structure of the song, they both seems to have the air of a
folk song, especially of a folk ballad, which suggests narrative and yet the song hardly
tells a story; rather it assembles a sequence of ‘flashbacks’, moments of memory, as if
frozen in time. These moments of memory draw attention to the body as the site of
painful remembrance. The type of tune resembles children’s songs, a comparison
strengthened by the tone of introspection or ‘innocence’ conveyed in Amos’s

performance. In this way, Amos’s voice seems to generate the effect of detachment
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and closeness: she seems to be singing to herself, but recreates also a sense of
intimacy that stages simultaneously both withdrawal from and close proximity to the
body. The effect of self-effacement in Amos’s voice appears in this song to be
connected with a sense of closeness to Amos’s body as victim of a sexual crime and
the traumatic disturbance thus staged in this song. Her putatively static vocal
performance presents, through her motionless body, the specificity of that violation
and trauma. Sexual violence in the song adds, furthermore, an unsettling and densely
gendered dimension to the relation between the ‘real’ life experience and the musical

performance.

Figure 2: Tori Amos 'Me and a Gun' live New York, 1997

This last aspect can be more overtly expounded by watching a live recorded
performance of her song where the camera, invariably fixed on Amos’s face, attempts
to capture that intimate vocal articulation through the strong physicality of her
embodied wounded self (please, refer to DVD musical videos, chapter 2 "Me and a
Gun’ live in New York). In other words, the interjection of the camera on this
particular video is minimised in order to retain the power of the delivery and thus

avoids the performer becoming a passive object of the film camera (please, see figure
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2). This visual element, as well as the absence of accompaniment (which elsewhere
typically serves as an aesthetically pleasurable distraction, thus minimising the power
of the singing voice), strengthens the dialectical exchange between the displayer and
the spectator. Lucy Green argues that the displayer and the onlooker mutually
construct a mask: the displayer is able to play with the mask and is therefore in the
active position even if her/his place can be weakened by the necessity to be concealed
behind the mask. The onlooker, on the other hand, can become seduced and

61
Amos’s

captivated by the mask, but possesses the disarming power of the gaze.'
live video of ‘Me and a Gun’, unmediated either by camera movement or musical
instrument, would seem to nullify the objectifying power of the onlooker’s gaze,
enabling the empowerment of the displayer, who becomes the source, the active
female subject with a significant control over her vocality. It was argued earlier that
Amos’s vocal performance becomes the sonic screen through which to speak of,
articulate, stage something very private, which may thus be understood as the implicit
suppression of the concealment (and, therefore, the exposure) of the displayer behind
the mask. The power of the onlooker’s gaze may also thereby become inoperative in
this delivery by virtue of the listener’s difficulty in objectifying the pain and in
experiencing it as jouissance. The consequence of this seems to be a reversal of the
dynamics of the mask: regardless of the intentionality of the effect, both the displayer
and the onlooker appear in this moment to let the mask fall in order to give a voice
and to listen to a ‘real-life’ experience about rape and trauma. Amos would seem to

be challenging the boundary between autobiographical and fictitious narratives and

hence the boundary between the real event and the artistic performance.
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Audience Identifications

Finally, the narrative of ‘Me and a Gun’ allows us to examine Amos’s reception and
the subject positions of her listeners. The ‘frozen’ emotions and feelings of
powerlessness linked to a real experience of rape enable multiple identifications and
dis-identifications within the audience. Her articulation of sexﬁal violence is accessed
by women who may have gone through similar experiences and would therefore feel
identified with the content of the song, as well as affinity with the personalised
delivery of her singing and yet this is always doomed to particularity, always only
HER trauma, never fully OURS. The first identification may take place between
Amos and her narrative subject (the ‘I’ of the énoncé or master of the statement),
which 1s articulated from the vantage point of her own inter-subjective position,
articulating with the lives of others. A second identification can be made between the
female subject of the énonciation and women that may stand for the notion of a
collective ‘women’ subject. Furthermore, her audience, constituted by both men and
women, represent individual subjects who would elaborate their own unique
identifications/readings of her singing performance. Thus, Amos, speaking as a
woman-as-subject, would seem to enact, through her performance, a multiplicity of
‘subjects’ without favouring any single position, and mirroring in this way feminists’
preoccupations with the notion of the ‘human subject’, whilst simultaneously
dramatising the inevitably split nature of that subject and underlining the value of the
position of the feminine in language. On the one hand, her performance implicitly
addresses the retention of the theoretical concept of ‘class’ or gender category
(collective subject) advocated by some feminists for political and ideological reasons
(the performing of ‘Me and a Gun’ has generated an overwhelming response from

women who have written to the artist to express affinity and sharing their own
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experiences); this activism prompted Amos into concrete social action through the co-
funding of R. A.LN.N (the Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network). On the other
hand, ‘Me and a Gun’ seems also to problematize the mutability of the subject vis-a-
vis collectivity and individuality (difference), as well as the postmodern notion of the
‘subject’ as constituted simply in discourse. This latter conceptualisation would
preclude the alternative of a collective subject, which, as we have seen, it is possible
to endorse through Amos’s artistic performance: her traumatic interiority overflows

the outer world creating a set of new and troubling significations.
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Trauma, Memory and Symbolism