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9. Making Live Again: 

 Between Josef Ng’s Brother Cane (1994) 

 and Loo Zihan’s Cane (2012), Ho Rui An 

The image was that of a back view of young man, naked except 
for a pair of black briefs, apparently snipping his pubic hair. 
Beneath it, the headline: “PUB(L)IC PROTEST”. For over a 
decade, this was the face of obscenity held up in Singapore by 
the powers that be to testify against the social menace that was 
performance art, that unfettered hotbed of libidinal discharge 
that threatened the prevailing Confucian order of the day. Yet, 
this face was not so much a face as a face averted, and if 
one were to speak of the obscene as the o-skenè, that which, 
after Carmelo Bene, is the off-stage, the unrepresentable1, 
we are left with an almost tautological expression: the face of 
obscenity was one that could not be seen.

Yet the curious thing is that this ocular gap was, from the 
moment of its appearance, never seen as an occlusion as such; 
instead, one was likely to have encountered the image already 
filled, its gap having been not just covered, but overridden 
by a series of bogus presences—the first of which was that 
sensational headline—as if the gap never existed in the first 
place. Even today, almost twenty years on, one can still never 
quite restore the fundamental lack at the centre of the image 
that continues to exert its overdetermined, fictitious presences 
upon the public imaginary, each competing to claim ontological 
priority. How strange, indeed, that of all the events that 
constituted the controversy of Josef Ng’s 1994 performance 
of Brother Cane, it is the single photograph captured and 
published in a moment of journalistic opportunism that has 
been isolated as the precise point of trauma for the arts 
community in Singapore. In fact, in the flurry of statements 
issued by both sides of the artistic fence following the 
controversy, what is most striking is the fact that among those 
who spoke up, only a handful had actually witnessed the 
performance in the flesh. The rest had mostly only “seen” 
the work and thus made their pronouncements through that 
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one photograph and the scandalizing article through which it 
circulated. The charged relationship between the photograph 
and its referent here is further complicated by the nature 
of the referent concerned, for the event depicted here is a 
performance, steeped entirely in the “liveness” of real time, 
or what Peggy Phelan refers to as the “maniacally charged 
present”2. Perhaps then, the lack concealed by the averted face 
in that photograph is merely symptomatic of the larger lack 
that is the photograph’s lack of liveness, and by this logic, that 
notorious photograph of Ng is merely passing off as the thing 
itself, as flesh; it is a profound illusion, a bogus presence.

But deeper questions beg to be addressed. For one, must 
this transference between performance and photography, 
this medial leap from a “live” form into one marked by an 
inevitable belatedness, necessarily be articulated in terms of 
a loss—of liveness, of context, of presence? And before we 
vilify the photographic image for its feigned liveness, should 
one not first reexamine what exactly constitutes the claim to 
liveness that performance has but is denied to photography? 
The common recourse of indicting the photograph for its 
decontextualizing force is specious, for it conflates the medial 
displacement with that of the temporal: the photograph is 
wrong because fails to capture the performance in its moment 
of liveness. Such a charge privileges the original performance 
as ontologically prior on the basis of a linear temporality, 
which itself privileges the moment of production over that of 
reception. So what exactly is this liveness that so enthralls us? 
If in speaking of an originary context we equate liveness with 
a certain authenticity and self-available presence, perhaps we 
should first question if the liveness of performance really does 
exist in a state as such, and by extension, if photography’s 
expression of the live need only be considered in terms of an 
ersatz presence.

For this, I turn again to Phelan. For her, the liveness of the 
performing body works by way of a disappearance, by metonymy:

In performance, the body is metonymic of self, 
of character, of voice, of “presence.” But in the 
plenitude of its apparent visibility and availability, 
the performer actually disappears and represents 
something else—dance, movement, sound, character, 
“art.”... performance uses the body to frame the lack 
of Being promised by and through the body—that 
which cannot appear without a supplement.3 

What this means is that even in the moment of its liveness, 
the performing body is already supplemented, whether it is 
by the spectator’s gaze or a recording camera. Performance, 
in other words, “becomes itself through disappearance”4; 
the photograph, the recording, the written account do 
not constitute the performance per se but are rather the 
supplements that add to the lack at the core of performance’s 
being. In this light, if performance can be said to have a 
materiality, and if such materiality were to be approached as 
what has hitherto gone under the name of “liveness”, this is a 
liveness borne not out of presence but its deferral. The live is, 
above all, a call to supplement.

Given this revised understanding of liveness, how then can we 
make new sense of the photograph? Detached from notions of 
presence, can the liveness in the photograph now be conceived 
not as an illusory passing off as flesh, but rather, also as a call 
beckoning a response from a spectator that is yet to come at 
the time of its capture, such that the supplement that is the 
photographic record of a performance is itself an instant in an 
endless chain of deferrals calling out to be supplemented? To 
these questions, Rebecca Schneider seeks in the “stillness” 
of the photograph a possible answer. Building on the double 
meaning suggested by the word “still”—of a literal stillness 
(death) and of an “ongoingness” (live)—she describes the 
photograph as “a call toward a future live moment when 
the image will be re-encountered, perhaps as invitation 
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to respond”5. Revising Barthes’ famous declaration of the 
photograph being the “That-has-been”6, she calls instead for 
a consideration of photography in terms of “the liveness of 
temporal deferral, the real time of our complicities”7, such that 
between the performance and its photographic record what 
happens is not so much a negation of liveness but its “drag”: 
the photograph is the live again8. If in his premature prognosis 
of both theatre and photography as mediums of death Barthes 
had made a critical oversight, it was because he overlooked 
“the face of the live” across which death/ disappearance takes 
place.9 If the performing/ photographic body dies, it does so 
only so that it can pass on the chain of supplementarity and 
live again. And it is only when we can free ourselves from 
the simplistic binary of “live” and death that we can move 
from a metaphysics intent upon the excavation of a bogus 
originary presence to a conception of the live that implicates 
the spectator’s real time, supplementary investments in the 
image, such that in my present re-encounter with that image 
of a nearly naked body marked in turns by shame, defiance 
and trauma, seen now through the luminance of my computer 
screen, I am left only with the question: What does this body 
want of me?

Meanwhile, in another photograph, another performance, 
another body calls. The body here too is clad only in pair of 
black briefs and looking down at its crotch, its head clean 
shaven just like that of the conscript that was Ng in 1994. 
However, any hopes for a perfect match cut between this 
image and the one of Ng is thwarted by a single detail: one 
sees the body not from its back but its front. In fact, the body 
here appears to display itself precisely for the camera; the 
shot, resultantly, is a spectacle. The setting, of all places, is 
a theatre, framed at a sufficiently wide angle to encompass 
most of the audience looking on. In the centre, the body stands 
surrounded by splatters of tofu and red dye, the remains of 
an earlier performative gesture. In a few moments, it will be 
stark naked. “Zihan lowered his briefs to reveal a clean shaven 
crotch to the audience,” reads the caption to the Facebook 
photograph.

Yes, this is the body of Singaporean performance artist Loo 
Zihan, and the photograph concerned was taken at none 
other than Cane, Loo’s reenactment of Brother Cane held at 
the Substation Theatre during the 2012 edition of the M1 
Singapore Fringe Festival. But the word “reenactment” here 
may be a bit of a misnomer, for clearly deviations from the 
original performance have been made. Let us first consider 
the most glaring alteration—the “re-verted” body. Why is the 
body facing me? Why is it naked? What does it want of me? In 
the programme notes to the performance, Loo states that that 
piece was made as a way of reexamining the relationship of the 
Singaporean audience to Brother Cane eighteen years on, with 
the complicity of the audience watching the recreation being 
the key to this inquiry.10 It’s a statement that articulates pretty 
much what drives most, if not all, projects of reenactment, 
for the reenactment, at its base, is an attempt at “reworking” 
the past that acknowledges that events become past only 
“by virtue of both their ongoingness and their partialness, 
their incompleteness in the present”11. One can thus perhaps 
speak of the reenactment as a “making live again”, which 
in the context of Cane, can be read as an attempt to disturb 
the sedimentations that have settled upon the original 
performance, to re-mark it as incomplete and ultimately, to 
reinstigate the liveness of its performative call.

Yet, something remains amiss in the reenactment, for if there 
was a call, it was not heard, or at least was rudely truncated 
by the naked body turned precisely to meet not just the 
spectator’s eye but also the camera’s. As the spectator, albeit 
one watching a video recording of the actual performance,12 
I was poised to respond, but instead found myself abruptly 
repelled by the explicit body at the centre of the spectacle, 
with “explicit” here referring not just to the physical body of 
Loo, but the explicitness of its call to look. All that struck me 
was the body’s stillness, or rather, how hard it was trying to 
be still. This is a stillness purely of death, photographic in the 
Barthesian sense: “full, crammed: no room, nothing can be 
added to it.”13 The body here will not admit the supplement. 
Besides, the big question remains: Why the choice to deviate 
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from the original? Why the turn? There are two ways of looking 
at it, neither of which is unproblematic. The first considers the 
act as one of ritual, meant to exorcise communal or perhaps 
even—I shudder at the thought—personal demons. But if so, 
how does such catharsis figure in the mode of spectatorship 
that has been set up? What is the point of the audience looking 
upon a body performing what essentially can be reduced to a 
shamanistics of history or—I shudder again—a therapeutics 
of the self? The second reading is more palatable. Could 
the act be one more of a critical desperation? Perhaps an 
exact reenactment wasn’t enough to make live again, utterly 
inadequate for dispelling all the bogus presences that have 
been sedimented upon that particular site of trauma over the 
years. Could the choice to make the turn and disclose the flesh 
then be read as Loo’s valiant attempt to “out-live” the original 
live act in the name of compensating for its lost liveness? But 
even if so, the effort is in vain, for its method of literalizing the 
notion of flesh as physical flesh serves only to truncate the call 
of liveness. For flesh to become live, it cannot proclaim itself; 
it must, by all means, disappear, otherwise, I, the spectator, 
cannot but conclude that the body wants nothing from me.

But more needs to be said about the utterly peculiar, if not 
problematic, spectatorial situation that Loo had orchestrated. 
Cane, after all, consists of a total of six “accounts”, to use 
Loo’s term, of which the reenactment is the fourth. I will, 
however, for brevity’s sake, devote the rest of the essay to 
unpacking just the reenactment itself, for there is much more 
at work in it than what has so far been described. Specifically, 
my primary point of interest lies in the two video projections, 
placed opposite to each other, that Loo had chosen to 
introduce into the performance. One screens an earlier version 
of Cane that Loo performed in Chicago where he was pursuing 
his postgraduate studies in 2011—this was more or less a 
straightforward reenactment and figures in the 2012 edition 
of Cane as the third “account”—while the other projects a 
live feed from the camera recording the reenactment as it 
unfolds. While the purpose of the latter is not exactly clear, the 
presence of the former adds another layer of temporality with 

which the live performance runs in cadence, such that what we 
are witnessing is almost equivalent to a reenactment trying to 
repeat itself. All these set the scene for a truly bizarre viewing 
experience for the spectator, for one is made to continually 
alternate between two views, made to labor through the very 
operations of the gaze.

Yet, as previously suggested, this reenactment is at best only 
a repetition in name: even if we were to discount the explicit 
turn that Loo had introduced, it still strays too far from its 
model to “touch” and re-affect it, thus failing to charge and 
sustain the liveness of the space in between them where the 
spectator labors. To illustrate what this means in detail, it 
will be necessary to make a comparison between Cane and a 
performance with which it shares, in one particular segment, 
a rather fortuitous resemblance. The performance that I’m 
referring to is the Wooster Group’s 2004 production of Poor 
Theater and the segment concerned is a reenactment of the 
last twenty minutes of Grotowski’s adaptation of Akropolis, 
recounted in great detail in Schneider’s Performing Remains: 
Art and War in Times of Theatrical Reenactment, from which 
I’ve been quoting extensively thus far. Specifically, what 
interests me in that sequence is how the relationship between 
the spectator and the spectacle becomes one that is thoroughly 
embodied, and this is achieved by way of a seemingly 
paradoxical “absorptive theatricality”, a condition which 
Cane fails to attain, or perhaps even consciously rejects, 
to its detriment.

Directed by Elizabeth LeCompte, Poor Theater is typical of the 
Wooster Group’s maddeningly self-reflexive and kleptomaniacal 
style that is at once parody and homage to its theatrical 
forebears. In the sequence concerned, the Group’s actors are 
reenacting the final minutes of Growtoski’s Akropolis in step 
with a recording of a version of the play performed and filmed 
in London in 1968 that runs right behind them. The similarity 
here to Loo’s staging here is striking, except that the sheer 
exactitude of the reenactment here is so impressive as to come 
across as a stunning feat of gestural, facial and intonational 



Pg 80 Pg 81

mimesis, not forgetting that the actors also had to speak Polish 
to play the parts. As Schneider describes:

[T]he tiniest or most specific of Grotowski’s Lab 
actors’ details are attended to—tilt of head, toss of 
hair, stamp of feet, furrow of brow, pitch of voice, 
direction of gaze, intake of breath.14 

Yet, at the same time, certain “unruly details”15, may it be that 
of gender or physiognomy or the inevitable error or two, still 
manage to surface through the cracks in the interface between 
the model and its copy, so much so that the more the doggedly 
the actors pursue the “hard labour” of replication, the more 
obvious the slippages become and the more the actors appear 
to flicker “like shadows in their frenzied liveness”. 16

While it is the labor of the actors that Schneider chooses to 
focus on in her investigations of the relationship between the 
copy and its original, it is, I believe, the concomitant labor of 
the spectator here that is of greater relevance to our project of 
remaking live the spectatorial relation in Cane. This labor is 
made possible by what I will call, not without irony, “absorptive 
theatricality”, and the two words that constitute the term 
come from none other than Michael Fried’s seminal but also 
widely criticized Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and 
Beholder in the Age of Diderot. Granted, Fried’s definitions of 
theatricality may today appear incredibly narrow, but they offer 
useful coordinates at least for the discussion at hand.

Fried’s treatise was written mostly in critique of what he 
perceived as the rise of certain forms of Minimalist art that 
sought to establish what he calls “a theatrical relation to the 
beholder”17, which means that in those works, the presence of 
the spectator was always hinted at, if not directly addressed. 
In contrast, the works that Fried advocated were “anti-
theatrical”—they treated the spectator as if it wasn’t there.18 
Referring specifically to figurative painting, he argues that the 
more the figures within the painting appear immersed in their 
activities, the more they seem to declare their obliviousness to 

the spectator’s presence and the greater the chance of securing 
the spectator’s actual placement before and absorption by the 
painting.19 In other words, it is only by making the spectator 
forget its physical presence before the painting that it can 
give itself fully to the image. For Fried, this mode of absorbing 
the spectator by paradoxically negating its existence finds its 
highest expression in Diderot’s concept of the tableau, a way 
of arranging figures on a stage such that what matters most is 
a self-contained pictorial unity, as if the tableau exists “only 
from the beholder’s point of view”20. 

In this light, one could say that the tableau abounds in 
reenactments, though not necessarily by way of a pictorial 
unity, but by virtue of the need for the reenactor to 
disacknowledge the spectator in order to secure the double 
movement that is the reenactor’s total immersion in a different 
time and space and the spectator’s total absorption in the 
resultant spectacle. Where the Wooster Group breaks new 
ground in this respect is how it absorbs only with the intent of 
intensifying its moments of theatricality, and what this achieves 
is a movement from a purely ocular to an overwhelmingly 
embodied spectatorial experience, one in which the spectator 
is made to reckon with its own fleshy existence as skin. In Poor 
Theater, this initial absorption is secured by the moments when 
the Group’s reenactment unfolds in near-perfect synchrony with 
the onscreen performance of their progenitors, when the two 
become a unified tableau. But as this is happening, what is 
not apparent is how the spectator is no longer just beholding 
from a position of exteriority, but already operating as skin, 
for the site from which it carries out its absorptive activities 
is also the chiasmatic space of touch between the screen and 
its mime. It is through the spectator’s absorptive gaze that 
the seams are smoothed and the two performances joined as 
one. The spectator, in other words, becomes skin without even 
knowing it, for at these moments when the touches of the two 
temporalities against it are almost indistinguishable from each 
other, the spectator as skin becomes so porous as to render 
imperceptible its own workings as a mediating interface. But 
at some point, this skin does become highly charged, and this 
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happens during the moments of clear disparity, of syncopation, 
or of what Schneider calls “inter(in)animation”21, when the 
divergences between the two versions of Akropolis become 
too unruly to be smoothed over by a merely absorptive gaze. 
It is at these junctures that the two temporalities can be truly 
said to touch and re-affect each other, when the skin truly 
begins to feel its own fleshiness as it becomes a crucial part 
of what Merleau-Ponty calls a relationship of “reversibility”22. 
Of course, the theories of Merleau-Ponty will require more 
room than this essay can offer to be explicated in detail, but 
succinctly expressed, what “reversibility” basically means 
here is that between the original and its reenactment23 exists 
not a simple binary between model and copy, but a decidedly 
non-dualistic relationship in which each reversibly occupy the 
positions of touching and being-touched: the copy touches, 
re-affects and makes live again the model as much as the 
same is being done to it by the model, though never at the 
same time. The function of the skin or spectator here is thus 
to negotiate the gap between touching and being touched, to 
direct the tactile transferences between the Akropolis of two 
different times. The spectator, in such moments of inter(in)
animation, is itself made live again, called upon to labor not 
in the literal sense of working hard, but more generally, of 
reworking the image. Such quietly dramatic turns strike one 
with nothing short of a “palpable force” in direct proportion to 
synchrony that has been achieved between the original and its 
reenactment, registered almost as a succession of haptic jolts 
that resensitizes the skin to its own fleshy being. Together, they 
constitute the essential theatricality of the piece, a theatricality 
that could not have been reached without absorption, for it is 
the original condition of plenitude experienced by the spectator 
in his captivation by the image—a condition so idealized by 
Fried himself—that makes those erratic moments of unruliness 
a matter of negotiation, such that the spectator, by way of a 
somatic urgency, cannot but do something with them.

This call to rework the image, expressed most compellingly 
in the Wooster Group’s ambitious reenactment as an inner, 
embodied necessity on the part of the spectator, is experienced 
in Cane instead as a critical lack. If the Group’s achievement is 
that of an absorptive theatricality, what one finds in Cane is in 
turn a pure theatricality without absorption, a theatricality that 
can in fact be said to resist any form of absorptive activity. If 
the spectator labors in Cane, it is only because it is beseeched 
to look at the gamut of bodies the performance continually 
serves up, may it be the live body of Loo, his recorded body 
or the bodies of the spectators themselves as projected on 
the live feed. These are bodies that, far from disregarding the 
spectator, demand to be beheld, that in fact assert their own 
individuality and vie for the attention of the spectator.24 As 
such, the spectator, made to look here, then there, then there, 
is never quite situated in between things, never made to work 
as the skin across which things touch each other. Between the 
spectator and the bodies it receives, the relationship remains 
obstinately ocular. Consequently, the labor of looking is an 
alienated one, for it is directed towards bodies that we feel no 
impetus to do anything with, that do not implicate us as skin, 
and as such, it expresses itself as pure form, as literal hard 
work expended to no certain ends. Herein lies the naiveté in 
Cane: it presumes that the spectators’ complicities can be 
enlisted just by making them look. But the call to look, made 
so peremptorily, is not much of a call at all when it blocks its 
own channels of reply. Eventually, the theatricality collapses 
upon itself—it is full, crammed, no room. “Look at me,” the 
body commands, “but do no more.” And if by returning the 
gaze we turn into stone, it is perhaps only by being touched as 
skin, by feeling against ourselves the brush not unlike that of 
Rama’s feet against the stone-cold Ahalya, that we can become 
live again.
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