CIRCLES OF CONFUSION
Jon Davies

| would like to begin by describing two noteworthy and astonishing loops in
world cinema. At the enq of Stroszek (1977), Werner Herzog’s surreal, primal
denunciation of a cheerily barbaric postwar America, the eponymous outsider
hero leaves a stolen truck circling in a parking lot (before bursting into flames)
while he visits an arcade stocked with caged animals that perform stunts

by rote: the star is the Dancing Chicken. After watching these animals do their
amusing but grotesquely mechanical routines, Stroszek mounts a ski lift,
making the rounds several times before shooting himself. The film ends with
an extended sequence of the Dancing Chicken'’s relentless soft-shoe before
mercifully fading to black. Such Sisyphean metaphors of futility and sublime
kitsch suggest the perverse way that American ideology keeps motoring ahead,
fuelled by its own glorious mythology, ignorant of its morally bankrupt direction.
Herzog creates a deformation of the factory assembly line that symbolized the
American dream, the aspirations that Stroszek himself moved from Germany
to the United States to follow: rather than churning out bubble gum or bombs,
this conveyor belt to nowhere drags its citizens deeper into soul-killing ignorance
and self-destruction.

Memory for Max, Claire, Ida and Company (2005), Allan King’s jaw-
dropping vérité documentary about Alzheimer’s disease, is a very different
beast than Herzog’s epic. Claire is a real person who lives at the Jewish Home
for the Aged at Baycrest in Toronto; she also seems much more together than
many of her fellow patients. One day Max, another resident and her best friend,
passes away. Claire is inconsolable, distraught beyond words. However, after
a few days Claire completely forgets that Max has died, and it must be explained
to her not only that he has died and that there was already a memorial service,
but that she was present at the memorial. We are forced to watch her go through
the process of repeatedly being told about his death and grieving anew. The
horrible punchline: she is stuck in a short-circuit loop of forgetting that she has
no hope of breaking.

Deirdre Logue’s Enlightened Nonsense (1997-2000) is a series of such
circuits, circles and loops. An exceedingly rich and suggestive series of perfor-
mance documentations that put the material of the queer body and the film
medium through rigorous, ridiculous and potentially injurious paces,
Enlightened Nonsense hovers somewhere between the registers of Herzog’s
fiction and King’s fact like the shaded portion of a Venn diagram: bgtween
travesty and tragedy, metaphor and mortal coil, absurdity and anguish.

When a body or a mind like Stroszek’s, Claire’s or Logue’s becomes
trapped in a loop, it immediately becomes dysfunctional. Banal, everyday acts
and gestures become starkly disturbing the more they are repeatgd. Humanland
non-human animals forced to spend extended periods of time in cages will
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a fruitful tradition of performers, such as Bruce Nauman and Vit Accong
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as much energy on the recording as on the performance. Logue has claimed
sgach film is about the body versus fill in the blank [ ... ] You'll notice in the ﬁl'ms
there is always a pairing of at least two things.”® This quality extends to the
post—production process where it becomes a confrontation between Logue and
the celluloid. The films are hand-processed, tinted, roughed up—some solarized
some painted, some scratched—and then edited. They bear the evidence of :
a very raw and tangible contact between filmmaker and film that mirrors those
interactions recorded in their frames. The act of representing and reproducing
the circular acts onscreen further compounds their repetitiveness by permitting
them to be re-viewed over and over again. Such abundant redundancy allows
us to pay attention to the small details and fissures that distinguish one action
from the seemingly identical next action, or as the critic Kathryn Chiong puts
it: “the irregular pulse of a body that falters, accelerates, decelerates.”

This attention to the recording medium casts her as both director and
star. Logue’s consistent use of the close-up in many of the Enlightened
Nonsense films seems to parody this technique’s use in Hollywood cinema
and television. Historically, the close-up is intended to draw attention to
the intensity of emotion visible on the actor’s face, which is often exquisitely
made-up and lit. By contrast, Logue’s use of the close-up in Patch (2000),
H20h Oh (2000) and Tape (2000), for example, focuses on her performing
unpleasant, distressing and illogical actions to her visage in a rhythmic,
non-narrative way: sticking and unsticking a patch on her face clockwise until
she has covered its entire surface twice, dousing her head in water—hidden
below the frame line—like a torture victim acting as her own unrelenting inter-
rogator (her use of reverse motion in this scene contributes to the sense of
uncanniness and inescapability), wrapping and unwrapping her head with
packing tape. (I am tempted to subtitle the |atter—the most painful to watch,
and by far the longest—“mummification for the modern girl.”) As opposed
to earlier body art, where durable audiovisual documentations—simply framed
recordings masking their mediation—were required to evidence ephemeral
performances, Logue is a filmmaker, thinking through framing, camera distance
and angles cinematically and televisually. By positioning a butch queer female
body that is largely invisible in film and television in such a mediated way,
Enlightened Nonsense exaggerates and burlesques the ordinary ways that
the body—especially the queer body—is poked and prodded by a wide range
of mechanisms of power on an everyday basis, making a melodrama of queer
abjection. One can’t help but also think of the philosopher Judith Butler’s
theories of gender as performativity, an unconscious citation of a fictional ideal,
a stylized repetition of oppressive acts. And those who fail to live up to this
coherent norm—namely androgynous bodies like Logue’s (and mine)—are usually
punished through shame. In an interview with the art educator Karyn Sandlos,
Logue carefully positioned the work as not freakish and not about self-abuse,
but instead as dealing with feelings—despair, humiliation, confusion—and ;
materials—food, water, adhesives—that are very common and mundane. This
ordinariness is partly accomplished through its cinematic and televisual codes
that resist reification.

N Circles of Confusion




Another difference fro
; m the ear)
which seem to have been recorded in Lﬁl’,’“"“"“
indoor sets)—is that all but o o

outdoors, in what appears to be Snose

sl a dry, hardscrapp) pla
o t,ho myth of queerness as a purely urban h° Plain. Thig Strateg,
of seclusion in an eleme Phenomenon gng algg oot

ntal environment
hostile—bodies of the social world, Queerness h:sw :ﬁvgom mah”"ﬁ:‘:‘m
ys

relationship to the “natural,” and it is 3
against the natural world to see whatal:l"r::at B s cmshm:‘;‘"t‘“ﬂouu
In this way, we can ali e e g
mpabl.e wmesaof %: her repetitive gestures as much tg tt?: o S
s A Al tahearth and heavens as to self—generater:!ece88
gpitome'qf SO e globe and the revolution aroung the )
) (2000).3 dano human body could endure such regin"l‘n are the
R e nd / all (1997), the trials she exerts on her bod ?nta-ﬂon'
oo slz participant; they Pre as much about exposing tzeeg;lmha
Sy orld as abou't performing actions on oneself. Films such &
ot have been shot just anywhere, with the artist crawlin s
ground or} all fours, licking the terrain with her tongue in R ggn i
experiencing the impact of collapsing onto this (presu o

Ak =9 mably) sa
and over again in Fall. (It is interesting to also note t o el

; hat Fall affords us th
most direct, unobstructed view of Logue’s appearance, from many dlf:ereent

. g y 3 3
p?egf!::‘e :2: ?c;rs:a:ces.l) This wrangling with the organic is glso eyident in her
<amlrats: analogue s9undtrack, created from playing with the film
. ::\d tg; ; ’r::t(gg:) tol;a?hbrmging in outside music. In pieces like Tape 'and
LSy , the sounds'she creates by manipulating the film's
sawindk ac ta!«:' on a pulsating quality, an unyielding beat that further
mp as'lzes the repetitiveness and oppressive inescapability of her actions
(a function that sound also accomplishes for Nauman). Significantly, along with
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danger—of self-suffocation in this case.
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e:ff:?dz‘ljay the clips from the commercial itself are largely silent. While Logue’s
2wn Ica’talog,ue entry on the series focuses on her internal and self—contained'
process, we cannot help but wonder who the imﬁf;ible, off—screerx ball thrower is.
Because it references the socioeconomic realities of the o.ut5|de wor!d of .
capitalism and consumption through the use of the commercial and thg inclusion
of this unseen but essential co-performer, Moohead opens up what is most
often a closed circuit in the other works.

Enlightened Nonsense also uses the loop conceptually through the
occasional use of found footage, placing Logue’s body in the lineage of past
celluloid bodies that have now been consigned to the archival heap, their
current state unknown. This is especially true of the mysterious, oneiric and
near-silent Sleep Study (2000). While it is not stated overtly, the protagonist—
a young, rugged blonde girl, her image recorded off a television (the other
found footage does not employ such mediation)—is clearly Logue, who uncannily
feéembles the creepily sweet-faced girl at the end of Moohead. As we watch
this young lass perform for the camera, her show is interrupted by an extreme
::i(’r:z-ur) scan of a sleeping body—the present-day, grown-up Logue—that is
We th:z ::(:thvt:hat the title |mp|ie§ is a scientific study to measure her dreams.
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While looping one’s actions alters the performer:
sense of linear time, it is interesting to note that along'sisdan
version, Enlightened Nonsense was also originally instau:d
multi-monitor mosaic installation in the window of YYZ Ar’cist:’sc;a hop.ing
By presenting the multiple pieces simultaneously, time is even fur:t:‘et : 2900'
ized and fragmented, and our attention is splintered over all the Iosr:pinm.
much like a security surveillance system. And while there might be?nu?tiglnem
Logues visible together, the psychic scrutiny taking place, the inner life animating
all of these inward-driving closed circuits, remains meticulously hidden.
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