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Abstract

Deconstruction and
Reconfiguration of Body and

Meaning

- Focusing on Sasha Waltz and Guests’

Performances

Bosong Kim
Interdisciplinary Program in Performing Arts Studies

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study investigates an alternative direction that ‘theatre of body’
may take by analysing Sasha Waltz and Guests’ works which realize
meaning in contrast to the tendency of current theatre to emphasize
body and materiality while denying the formation of meaning in
representational terms. Body had experienced numerous
transformations throughout theatre history until reaching the current
condition where with nudity as a given, not only physiological
functions such as breathing, sweating and salivating but even

torturing and harming the body are openly displayed on stage. The
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body which has stayed mainly as an instrument of conveying
contents of literary texts, appears today as an existential and
biological material itself. The body has renewed its status as an
active subject, especially with the logocentric hierarchy which
dominated western philosophical paradigm such as mind/body,
reason/emotion, male/female dualism being deconstructed in context of
poststructuralism during postmodern era. In this context, the thesis in
providing the prospect of performing arts after deconstruction, casts
light on the performances of Sasha Waltz and Guests in the aspect of
how the body released from the text reconfigures meaning.

Chapter 1 examines the current trend in the theatre scene to
highlight body and theatre theories that harbor as their central
discourse the un-representational body that does not produce
meaning, followed by the introduction of Sasha Waltz as an artist
whose original works emphasize body yet generate meaning within
representational dimension. In many contemporary theatre
performances, the manifestation of materiality with body at its center
is widespread and treated importantly so as to be called ‘theatre of
body’ and this phenomenon occurs in context of not representation
but performativity which has become one of the core concepts of
theatre today. Nevertheless, the emphasis on material body in the
fields of both theory and performance scene - particularly in the
theatre academy and the so called ‘postdrama’ scene of Korea -
needs to be reexamined in that it is established upon the denial of
representational meaning formation. In fact some researchers are
skeptical of the concept of ‘meaningless’ body with some questioning
the plausibility of body that exists purely as a sensuous material
without producing any meaning, while others show concern about

such performances losing their value as theatre art. In such trend of
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theatre world, Waltz® works become a precedent for the possibility of
body-centered theatre to not only satisfy with appealing to senses
in—-the-moment but associate with diverse and complex narrative,
sentiments, and sociocultural discourses.

Before analysing how body reconfigures meaning in Waltz
works, Chapter 2 examines what meanings body was linked to and
how it was deconstructed from them throughout theatre history.
Furthermore, the chapter investigates the characteristics these
postdramatic performances in which the body separated from such
meanings plays central role show in common. Performer’s body which
fundamentally existed within the world of the literary text and was
subordinated to it from the ancient Greek tragedy (the early form of
western theatre) to the Realistic theatre (which still has its place in
mainstream theatre today), transformed into the main agent of human
expression particularly in emotion and spirit in the experiments of the
‘historical avant-garde’ in the beginning of 20® century. Passing
through postmodernism, the body was emphasized as the primal and
biological material as it came to be accepted as an existential being
freed from the text. Postdramatic theatre performances with the
deconstructed body at its core ‘desemanticizes’ as they do not intend
or encumber the formulation of meaning on semiotic level and
compose themselves of fragments of sensuous images instead of a
linear narrative. In the theatre of body which gradually come to
resemble performance art in its antitheatrical qualities, the body not
only escapes contexts but even appears insensitive without any traces
of thoughts or emotions.

Sasha Waltz and Guests, while sharing the characteristics of
postdrama or performance art, generates meaning within such forms.

Thus, Chapter 3 through the analysis of the pieces Body(Kérper), S,
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and Insideout, shows in detail how the body reconfigures meaning. In
Body, bodies are treated strictly in their biological aspects and the
display of materiality i1s maximized but this provokes criticisms
regarding various social 1ssues surrounding body, on top of
thematizing the concept of ‘deconstruction’ and demonstrating it in
various scenes. Moreover, in S, the sensual and primal body images
generate linear narrative within the mechanism of linguistic semiotics,
while the performance installation /Insideout reveals the performers’
socioculturally inscribed bodies within antitheatrical forms and
playfully share with the spectators the meanings and sentiments
arisen. In summary, this shows the interesting aspects where the
body accentuated in its materiality reconciles with what used to
function as meanings in established theatre such as text, narrative,
emotion, and social criticism, ultimately demonstrating how
performances that eschew the traditional representation formulate
meaning.

Although the current trend of theatre that emphasizes body and
materiality by negating meaning may initially seem to unchain the
body from the text and allow diversity in terms of theatrical
expressivity, functions again as a confining agent of theatre in the
title of the aesthetics of ‘no meaning’ in the end. Furthermore,
considering that theatre, as a way of communication of mankind, 1s a
medium which provides opportunities for members of the community
to share meanings and developments, Waltz works which feature not
negation of meaning but enthusiastic approval of it, bears significance
in such atmosphere of performing art world and provides a positive
prospect of the infinite possibilities that body deconstructed from the

text may lead to.
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