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Starting point

Th e aim of our paper is to treat some aspects of subversive potential of contemporary 

live arts, especially in relation to links between notions of madness and artistic creation in 

theories of Michel Foucault and Antonin Artaud. we will try to question the utopian role 

of art as an instance that transcends those epistemic structures that determine how we 

think or even that we think.

Our starting point will consist of two statements belonging to Foucault and Artaud 

respectively, both refl ecting on the specifi c (utopic?) function of art in contemporary soci-

ety. Th ey read as follow: 

Th roughout the nineteenth century, and right until the present day – from Hölderlin 

to Mallarmé, to Antonin Artaud – literature has only existed in its autonomy, it has deta-

ched itself from any other means of expression [langage] only by forming a kind of “counter-

discourse” and by thus retreating from the representative or signifying function of language 

to fi nd the raw being of language forgotten since the sixteenth century.173

If theatre wants to fi nd itself needed once more, it must present everything in love, 

crime, war and madness. […] Everyday love, personal ambition and daily worries are wort-

hless except in relation to the kind of awful lyricism that exists in those Myths to which the 

great mass of men have consented.174 

According to Foucault “literature has developed a specifi c autonomy”; it has detached 

itself from langage through a formation of a specifi c “counter-discourse”. Th us, it negates the 

representative or signifying function of language. Like medieval madness literature became 

a discourse that wants to return to its origins as the “truth” of the world and deals with a 

specifi c subversive power. 

Th is subversive power was defi ned by Antonin Artaud (in “First Manifesto of Cruel-

ty”) as a utopic power a theatre can obtain by presenting “everything in love, crime, war and 

madness”. According to Artaud theatre was like a plague; a disorder of the most horren-

dous type which brings with it both social and psychological disturbances. Such a disease, 

symbolically speaking, unleashes a “spontaneous” or “psychic fi re” during which time man is 

no longer in control over his energies or his emotions, which seem to cascade forth. Th is 

release of energy which forces out passions of all types (for example, incest and sexual 

173  Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses, Paris: Gallimard, 1966, pp. 58–59. 

174   Antonin Artaud, Th e Th eater and its Double (trans. Mary. Caroline Richards), New York: Grove Press, 1958, p. 85. 

See also: Antonin Artaud, Collected Works, Vol. IV (trans. by Victor Corti), London:  Calder & Boyars, 1974.
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abnormalities), provoking horror and vertigo in the hearts of audiences, leads up to a 

collective expulsion or regurgitation, followed by a  purifi cation of man through his own 

forces of evil. Th ese tremendous “fl ames” or “luminescent suns”, as Artaud called them, 

which man discharges either during a theatrical performance or in moments of great stress 

(as during a plague) are also the same ones which he later transforms in his fantasy into 

symbols and then into the work of art.

Antonin Artaud also had a strong belief that theatre can perform a specifi c act of 

embodied transgression, within which the body-becoming serves as a site for restructuring 

cultural belief systems. He pioneered his theatre of cruelty as a practice, which begins thro-

ugh taking the body as a site of potential disorganization and then becomes a performance 

technique that instigates collective cultural subversions. For him the practice of dismantling 

cruelty creates a lucid body; a body open to possibility and change.

The three Janšas: Janez Janša, Janez Janša and Janez Janša

Following the schematically sketched thoughts of Foucault and Artaud about ma-

dness, plague, counter discourse and theatre as a plague we will try to describe possible 

traces of these thoughts in the work by three Slovene artists that all bear the same name: 

Janez Janša. Using two examples from their recent work or better artistic actions we will try 

to examine the traces of a specifi c Artaudian and avant-garde wish to celebrate madness as 

liberation from oppressive cultural constraints or – to put it diff erently – some examples of 

visual and live art events which continue the Dadaist (and Artaudian) urge to rebel against 

society, language and literature; try to destroy all established values and replace logical rea-

son with conscious madness.

In order to understand the context of the three Janšas and their artistic and political 

gestures, we have to clear a bit the local context of their actions that may sound unfamiliar 

to most of non-Slovenian colleagues.

In August 2007 three artists, Davide Grassi, Emil Hrvatin and Žiga Kariž offi  cially 

changed their names. Th ey did not pick up just any name; they chose the name of the Slo-

venian Prime Minister, the president of the centre-right SDS party (Slovenian Democratic 

Party). 

No doubt, the choice of name showed a certain agenda, but the three artists are not 

members of any artistic group or movement, they are – however – all active within the 

scene of Slovenian contemporary arts. Th eir short CVs read as follow: 

Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša 
002199616 (Identity Card), Ljubljana, 2007 
Print on plastic, 5,4 x 8,5 cm, courtesy: Aksioma

Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša 
002199341 (Identity Card), Ljubljana, 2007 
Print on plastic, 5,4 x 8,5 cm, courtesy: Aksioma

Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša
002293264 (Identity Card), Ljubljana, 2007 
Print on plastic, 5,4 x 8,5 cm,  Original lost; 2nd version: 
002359725 (Identity Card), Ljubljana, 2008 
Print on plastic, 5,4 x 8,5 cm, courtesy: Aksiom
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name, they continually repeated the phrase “My name is Janez Janša, My name is Janez Jan-

ša, My name is Janez Janša …” Th us Janša, Janša and Janša embodied a walking and talking 

signatures that had left the traces only in virtual space of the internet. In this unusual event 

or walking action, which is a part of their project “Signature Event Context”, they crossed 

borders between conceptual art and “artivism” (artistic activism) exploring the interaction of 

live and mediatized. Th e performance provoked quite unusual reaction from the part of the 

festival transmediale.08 that scheduled, cancelled and fi nally re-included it in the program. 

As a result, a (rather unusual) statement co-signed by the three artists and the festival bo-

ard was published that reads as follows:

Disclaimer: The performative installation ‘Signature, Event, Context’ as proposed 

to the transmediale.08 exhibition by Janez Janša, Janez Janša and Janez Janša had been 

accepted for inclusion to the exhibition. In the run-up to the festival due to the curatorial 

and ethical convictions of Nataša Petrešin Bachelez, the guest curator of the transmedia-

le.08 exhibition, a decision was taken with the festival direction not to include the project. 

However, after the exhibition opening, and following a discussion with the artists, the festi-

val direction has agreed with the curator to re-include the project, while the curator would 

like to distance herself from the project. A documentation of the project is on display at the 

foyer of the House of World Cultures. Nataša Petrešin Bachelez, Stephen Kovats, Janez 

Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša.176

176  http://www.nettime.org/Lists-Archives/nettime-l-0801/msg00044.html, 18th November 2008.

By changing their names the three Janez Janša deliberately entered into a chain of 

social and artistic transformations that were due to become executions of the politically 

sliding signifi ers  and barely readable and highly individual explanations of symptoms of 

construction and realization of political identities.  As theatre critic, Blaž Lukan points it 

out in his essay “Th e Janez Janša Project”175:  the three artists, through their name change, 

produced a series, which is a common phenomenon or concept in contemporary (visual) 

arts. Th us, they produced a specifi c subversive artistic tactic in which the series Janša Janša 

Janša lead to the disappearance of the subject, to the emptying or desubjectifi cation of a 

highly politically exposed subject. Th e series of Janez Janša produces a sequence of empty 

signifi ers, it is authorised through absence; the self in the series appears as a “pure void” (to 

use the term of Slavoj Žižek). Th e series produces a posterior identity, which in turn raises 

the fundamental question of the referent. Th us the name and its owner, the original Janez 

Janša (if we can talk about the original Janez Janša at all) loses its strength and the series or 

readymade names Janez Janša gain their symbolic function. 

Using the language and argumentation of Michel Foucault, we can claim that the three 

Janšas formed in their action a specifi c “counter-discourse”. By retreating from the represen-

tative or signifying function of signature as a specifi c sign system and language, they did not 

exactly fi nd what Foucault interprets in Mallarmé as the raw being of language forgotten 

since the sixteenth century. Th ey nevertheless found a specifi c counter-discourse in a speci-

fi c language of their actions in which all readymade names in exhibitions, theatre, multime-

dia performances etc. are being produced by the reality itself. Th e outcome of this creation 

is the inversion of the artistic creation. In this perspective all artworks or exhibits question 

norms of the reality, reproduction, mediation, identity and politics of art and everyday life, 

and above all the status of the work of art and object of art today.

By asking themselves whether the name itself is not a kind of readymade, Janša, Janša, 

Janša question the notions of “personal” and “proper”. Th us they act politically and subver-

sively: they stress the fact that names in themselves are far from autonomy: we had been 

named by the others, identifi ed by the name given to us by the others; the qualities they 

link with our name are their own personal projections of a list of qualities of persons we 

might have never met. 

Signature Event Context

Let us take as an example their action that took place in Berlin as a part of transmedi-

ale festival and which bears the title of Jacques Derrida’s famous lecture “Signature Event 

Context”. When three Slovenian artists, who all bear the same name “Janez Janša”, walked 

through the Berlin Holocaust Memorial on 28 January 2008, with the aid of handheld 

GPS devices in divergent paths, so that the charting of their collective path signed their 

175  Blaž Lukan, “Projekt Janez Janša”, in: Amfi teater, vol.1, no. 1, 2008, pp. 71–86.

Podpis na Holocaust Memorial Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša 
 Signature Event Context, Berlin, 2008 
 Performance; Courtesy: Aksioma
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In their artistic actions the three artists expose the very fact that (as any other name) 

Janez Janša does not belong exclusively to somebody. It can be interpreted and used also as 

a kind of readymade. Taking on oneself a name of somebody else thus corresponds to the 

act of taking an existing object in a classical readymade scheme. It can be interpreted as an 

act of “expropriation” and an act of “depersonalisation”.

Slovene National Theatre

Our second example will be the theatre production Slovene National Th eatre178, the 

fourth performance piece in a series entitled Program!179, by artist Janez Janša, which deals 

with questions of a system of contemporary performing arts and its position in the wider 

societal and historical context. Th e program of the production carries a following sentence:  

“Slovene National Th eatre reconstructs actual historical events: political demonstrations of 

2006 which took place in certain Slovene villages. Th e story of the encounter between two 

diff erent communities, which had enormous media coverage, is staged through the theatri-

cal forms of the ancient chorus and radio play, as well as a live television and radio transmis-

sion. Th e combination of classical theatrical form and contemporary media transmission 

creates a moving spectacle and opens up anew the question of tragedy in today’s world.”180

We could say Slovene National Th eatre, this “theatre performance concerned with the 

sonic dimensions of political public rage”, thus combines two diff erent types of theatrical 

tactics, which belong to two historical territories on the map of Eurocentric theatre:

A) the classical theatrical form in which actors perform as a chorus commenting on the 

action as in ancient or classicist tragedy

B) the contemporary form of media transmission in which actors perform the exact sound 

recordings of television reports on events in the village of Ambrus in 2006, while simulta-

neously listening to them on headphones

As such, it embodies Artaud’s notion of theatre as a plague. In its hybrid theatrical 

form it constantly addresses the audience and reconstructs actual historical events: political 

demonstrations of 2006, which took place in some villages in Slovenia. Th is hybrid form 

reconstructs the story of two communities: the larger group of rural Slovenes and the mino-

rity group of Roma people living on the outskirts of the rural community. Th is was a major 

media event and thus the reconstruction is staged in the manner of Auslander’s junction of 

live performance and the mediatized spectacle, performativity and reproduction. Th is junc-

tion (in connection with the plot and the subject, which are directly political as they are bo-

und to the media of television and radio) produces discomfort in the audience. It demands 

178   Slovene National Th eatre, A theatre performance re-invoicing the sound dimensions of political public rage. Concept, 
directed by: Janez Janša. Cast: Aleksandra Balmazović, Dražen Dragojević, Janez Janša, Barbara Kukovec, Matjaž Pikalo. 

Opening night: 28th October, 2007, Stara mestna elektrarna – Elektro Ljubljana, Ljubljana. 
179   For more information see: http://www.maska.si/sl/produkcije/scenska/program/371/sng.html, 15th February 2008.

180   See: http://www.maska.si/sl/produkcije/scenska/slovensko_narodno_gledalisce/, 15th February 2008.

In their controversial artistic action, the three Janšas literally embodied or performed a 

question Jacques Derrida asked himself and the audience in his famous 1971 lecture and 

essay about deconstruction their action borrows the title from:

Does the absolute singularity of an event of the signature ever occur? Are there signatures?

Derrida’s answer reads as follows:

Yes, of course, every day. Th e eff ects of signature are the most ordinary thing in the 

world. Th e condition of possibility for these eff ects is simultaneously once again, the condi-

tion of their impossibility, of the impossibility of their rigorous purity. In order to function, 

that is, in order to be legible, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable form; it 

must be able to detach itself from the present and singular intention of its production.177 

Th e performance of collective signature by Janez Janša, Janez Janša and Janez Janša 

opens up a new perspective of Derrida’s deconstructive thoughts about the condition of 

possibility being closely linked to the condition of the impossibility. It demonstrates how 

eff ects of signature can become the opposition of what Derrida names “the most ordinary 

thing in the world” and how the absolute singularity of an event of the signature can trans-

form itself into a line of repetitions, multiplications, iterabilities and imitations. Th e three 

artists stress the fact that not only a signature but also a name can become an object of 

imitation and even a radical appropriation.

177   A communication to the Congrès international des Sociétés de philosophie de langue francaise, Montreal, August 1971. 

English translation (“Signature Event Context”) published in Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy (trans. Alan Bass), 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982, pp. 307–330.

Podpis na Holocaust Memorial Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša 
 Signature Event Context, Berlin, 2008 
 Performance; Courtesy: Aksioma
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In their actions, the common oppositions of subject and object, of presence and represen-

tation, and of art and social reality, disappear, while dichotomies appear to have evaporated. 

At the same time, the audience transforms and fi nds itself in a state that is alienated from 

the everyday social norms. Following the logic of Erika Fischer-Lichte’s book Aesthetic of 

the Performative183, the consequence of this is a destabilization of the perception of reality 

due to the liminality of an artistic  event, and it may cause a re-orientation of the individual 

(which, let us not deceive ourselves, is only temporary).

Janšas thus count on the trigger for the change of our perception of reality and a simulta-

neous emergence and exposure of an abyss between the signifi ers and the signifi ed that esta-

blishes the credibility of the language of opposition. At the same time, their projects generate 

an Auslander-like politics of performance that is, “exposing processes of cultural control”.184 

Th e projects discussed take on the strategy of artistic activism, radically appropriating various 

forms of addressing the audience, and thus building its own politics of art.

And, fi nally, to get back to Foucault and Artaud:

As we have seen in the two examples explored, we are far from Foucault’s thought that 

literature can be granted the utopian role of transcending those epistemic structures that 

determine how we think or even that we think. We nevertheless persist in the belief that 

art can be interpreted as a foil to the arbitrary changes that bring about a new economy 

of discourse. Like dream, or perhaps more like medieval madness, it is characterized as a 

discourse that wants to return to its origins as the “truth” of the world.

And, to conclude in a metaphoric and somehow prophetic style of Artaud, with his citation:

It may be true that the poison of theatre, when injected in the body of society, destroys 

it, as St. Augustine asserted, but it does so as a plague, a revenging scourge, a redeeming 

epidemic when credulous ages were convinced they saw God’s hand in it, while it was 

nothing more than a natural law applied, where all gestures were off set by another gesture, 

every action by a reaction.185  

183  Erika Fischer-Lichte, Ästhetik des Performativen, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004.

184   Philip Auslander, From Acting to Performance: Essays in Modernism and Postmodernism, London: Routledge, 1997, p. 61.

185  Antonin Artaud, Collected Works, p. 20.

that they formulate a viewpoint towards the action unfolding on stage and respond to it, 

while being aware of their own powerlessness and deceptive participation, which is assu-

red and at the same time imposed by the mediatized television event. We are witnessing a 

unique process of auto-poetic feedback loops (Erika Fischer-Lichte), a temporary community 

formed by performers and the audience which launches a specifi c theatre of revolt against 

what Auslander defi nes with syntagms, “live presence has depreciated in our mediatized cul-

ture” and “a fusion that we see as taking place within a digital environment that incorporates 

the live elements as part of its raw material […in] the cultural dominant”. 181

Th e performance is well aware of the fact that we live in the fi rmament created by the 

prevalence of the mediatized culture, yet it deliberately resorts to performative culture, to the 

restorative processes of ritualistic theatre where the actual performative event – the confron-

tation of the audience with the village of Ambrus, and the consequences – takes place. Th e 

audience is thus forced to face the unavoidable self-refl ection and images of themselves, their 

role in (not) taking responsibility for what happened in Slovenia about a year ago.

Janez Janša’s piece Slovene National Th eatre thus achieves a withdrawal of the aesthetic 

aspect of the theatrical event in favour of the typical political issues. Within this, as critic 

Blaž Lukan points out, an equally acute crisis of ethics is exposed. : 

Th e event of the Slovene nation, directed by Janez Janša (an intriguing collision!), is 

therefore “the case of the village of Ambrus”, linked with, as we know, the exile, or rather, 

the deportation of the Roma family Strojan from that village and all the accompanying 

occurrences which made for one of the darkest stains of the post-independence Slovenia.  

[…]  Janez Janša stages the reconstruction of Ambrus in a kind of performative inversion by 

returning us to the actual event itself, or serving it to us as a temporal and spatial extraction 

from its original unfolding, and transcribes its media origin into a sonic performance piece, 

distributed amid four performers and a companion. However, the formal side of the (thoro-

ughly professionally-executed) event is of little importance. What carries more signifi cance 

is that, by reconstructing and transcribing the documentary material, Janša revives a fact 

that our political (and media) reality has suppressed largely. Taking Ambrus out of a (par-

tially dictated, partly spontaneous) amnesic political and media reality is thus the essential 

quality of this event, which, despite not hiding its own performing or conceptual origins, 

inhabits the traumatic core of the Slovene political mythology. 182

Exposing processes of cultural control

To slowly conclude: Th e three Janšas see performance and visual art of today not pu-

rely as a work of art, but as an event which comes into being by interaction of perfor-

mers and the viewers. Th ey try to put the audience in a state of insecurity and discomfort. 

181   Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd edition, London: Routledge, 2008, p. 38.

182  Blaž Lukan, “Janša v Ambrusu”, in: Delo, 2nd November 2007.

Triglav na Triglavu
Janez Janša, Janez Janša, Janez Janša 
Mount Triglav on Mount Triglav, 
Mount Triglav, 2007 
Action 
Photo: Gaja Repe 
Courtesy: Aksioma
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