Cutting It Up

Fragments and Ruins In Julia Barclay's New York Theatre

Cathy Turner

At least there are clues left in the books, a burnt and charred map, some of it obsolete but not all. | hope to

scratch through this maze with all of you here now . . .

Dear Cathy,
Thank you so much for calling late last Tuesday
night (my time).!

She tells me of papers drifting across Manhattan
towards Brooklyn: the papers of the world trade
centre burned, torn, blown into hopeless confusion.
I have an image of her sifting through them,
searching for clues.

She tells me there are endless tapes of conversa-
tions between ‘terrorist suspects’ that no one has
translated from Arabic, because Arabic speakers are
distrusted.

She is a maker of collage and cut-up who works
for a legal firm specializing in trademark law.

In her writing and directing, Julia Lee Barclay
examines and reads across such incoherence and
incongruities, rather than hoping to reassert order and
supposed rationality, intellectual property rights, the
norms of grammar, the assumption that all experience
is ‘translatable’ into standard English narrative.

I can’t tell you how trivial the already trivial
trademark law seems now.

The US Biologist, Lynn Margulis gave a lecture in
Autumn 1995 entitled What is Life? In her abstract,
she wrote:

‘What is fife?" is a linguistic trap. To answer according to
the rules of grammar, we must supply a noun, a thing. But

(Barclay 2001a: 2)

life on arth is more like a verb. It is a material process,
surfing over matter like a strange stow wave. It is a con-
trolled artistic chaos . . .

(Margulis 1995: 1)

Though I don’t intend to stress an analogy between
language and the activity of the biosphere, Marguliss
statement both illustrates a ‘linguistic trap’ and
suggests an image which might equally represent
language: ‘a verb . . . a process, surfing over matter
like a strange, slow wave.’ Barclay is influenced by
Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of language as
the vehicle for direct or indirect acts of social regu-
lation, tending to confirm norms of representation
and therefore social stasis. Her work is informed by
the suggestion that only a marginal literature which
breaks with conventional language use can creatively
subvert representation, bringing linguistic variables
into play and opening up new ‘lines of flight’.

I'm prepared on that weird level for surfing as it
were instead of walking on solid ground.

Barclay’s cut-ups, made with the avowed aim ‘to
undermine . . . that which we say ‘that’s-the-way-
it-is’ about,’ represent one form of reluctance to see
language as closed, as ‘a noun, a thing’ - refusing to
answer according to the rules of grammar; prefer-
ring to surf the linguistic deluge.

I am doing all I can to disinvest at the most
molecular level.
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Cut-Up

Production Details: Written 1999, Directed by Barclay for
the Screaming Venus one-woman show festival, 'Eve's
Apple’, KGB Red Room Theatre, NYC, June 2000. Re-
staged August 2001 and shown at HERE, NYC as part of
‘The American Living Room' season.

Description: A bride sits on a chair, as if posing fora
photograph. A single point of light picks out her face.
She is perfectly still, speaking siowly and deliberately,
as if trying to connect with a world beyond the theatre.

Process: This ruthlessly fragmentary piece was con-
structed from found text (published and unpublished).
Barclay's first ‘play’, Cut-Up was created during
research and development with performers, based at
The Present Company, NYC.

Randomly, one picks up Haiting For Godot. He
reads aloud a passage, again picked at random. He
tears out the page. There is palpable pleasure in it.

Jaudn)

1 went to ground zero with my parents on yet
another bright sunny day to see the devastation.

He carefully selects a phrase and uses a student’s
fluorescent pen to highlight it. He speaks it,
turning it over, finding a simple gesture to
accompany it. He teaches the gesture and the
phrase to the others on stage.

Cut-Up: Extract

Discovers, like chameleons,
she can change color to match
many dark rooms,

from drab to psychedelic in a
matter of

moments. They can even grow skin
to better

mimic laced rooms. The camou-
flage is both

defensive and offensive.

They are centaurs, ambush
hunters

forced to loving.

ation
Void of thought, devoid of fantasy.

| could continue to stand new
resuits

What does it matter? My body feel content

obeys
motherly legend.

Give me an ounce of my imagin-
ation.

the mother's ragged role has not
changed.

| speak in language where | am
nothing:

closely linked to the point of view

of broken umbrellas. (Barclay 1999: 1-2)

Another type of dissertation?

no sense, you got theories,
suggestions, schemes for imagin-

fifty thousand fascists each time |

Beneath is all the fiend which gives
a positive treatment to hell:

Each of the other three performers
picks out different texts and phrases
until a palette of words and gestures is
formed — non-sequiturs ripped from a
book about style, a ghost story, a
memory scribbled on A4 paper. They
then play with these phrases, mixing
them up, shifting the accompanying
gesture, altering the focus of address,
playing off each other. Text-based
theatre dissolves into a performance in
which we watch the actors at play with
fragments of language.

‘Wall Street definition: poor people
are those with restricted access to
capital markets.’

A range of exercises follows, developed
through Barclay’s investigations into
cut-up techniques and their impact on
writing, directing and performing. Two
speeches are spliced together. The per-
formers collage and elide ‘cliché
phrases’ supplied by the audience. One

AWAITING REPAIR IN THE
ETERNAL HOOTENANNY

In August 2001, T watch a performance which is the
culmination of a series of workshops led by Barclay.
Its cut-up title, Awaiting Repair in the Eternal
Hootenanny, reflects the work it presents. In a small
theatre on New York’s Lower East Side, perform-
ers hurl armfuls of text onto the floor of the stage.

performer tells an anecdote which
gradually self-destructs as the others
borrow phrases and gestures from it,
inserting these back into the monologue as it
develops.

Barclay emphasizes the need to ‘take time to
listen to the words’; the action lies in ‘taking the
language apart as if it’s a code’. She hopes to
unpick the cultural assumptions hidden in language
by observing the dissonance created through a







