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‘This highly original book, by galloping from pre-modern times to con-
temporary artistic strategies, analyses the interdisciplinary parcours 
that is societal dressage. A knowledgeable take on our shared beastly 
rhythms and body politics for those who want to reflect on “how we 
can more ethically train, rehearse, and perform together”’.

Petra Lange-Berndt, Professor of Modern and  
Contemporary Art at the University Hamburg

‘Within Dressaged Animality, Moravec makes a vivid and compelling 
case for the concept of “dressage” as allied to, but distinct from “train-
ing”. Her attention to horses, and to the “centaurian”, exposes a cru-
cial pinch point in the history of corporeal forms.’

Kélina Gotman, Professor of Performance and  
the Humanities at King’s College London

‘The book sensitively explores the relation of practices of dressage and 
political economy through animal art and performance. By this, it rein-
forces much needed links between Marxist and feminist body politics.’

Karin Harrasser, Professor of Cultural Theory  
at the University of Art and Design Linz

‘Bridging debates in animal studies with those of Marxism, Lisa 
Moravec has written a deeply historicised book that bridles at well-
worn assumptions about animality, human subjectivity, and the role 
of performance therein. The rigorously researched chapters that com-
prise this monograph offer novel accounts of cross-species art, all of 
which culminate in the enthralling theory of “dressage” as a critical 
concept for grappling with the social relations that impinge on bodily 
training, discipline, and subject formation under conditions of late 
capitalism.’

Michael Shane Boyle, Senior Lecturer in Drama, Theatre, and 
Performance Studies at Queen Mary University of London

‘In this highly original and intriguing interdisciplinary study, Lisa 
Moravec presents us with a range of innovative performance works 
since the 1960s that centre on the entanglement of humans and ani-
mals. It reveals the history of dressage with its link to military prac-
tices, manège, and ballet, and expounds critical theories of dressage and 
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human–animal relationships by the likes of Henri Lefebvre, Karl Marx 
and Donna Haraway. Through its guiding theme of animal and societal 
dressage, this book raises pertinent and ever-timely issues of ethics, an-
thropocentrism, human and animal agency, and issues of domination 
and suppression. Scholars and general readers alike will appreciate the 
fascinating material that Moravec has compiled, which straddles dance, 
theatre, and the visual arts.’

Alexandra Kolb, Professor of Dance  
at the University of Roehampton
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Dressaged Animality

The book applies a productive interdisciplinary lens of art history, per-
formance, and animal studies for approaching political economy issues, 
critiquing anthropomorphic worldviews, and provoking thoughts around 
animal and human nature that spark impulses for an innovative perfor-
mance aesthetics and ethics.

It combines Marxist analysis with feminist and posthumanist meth-
odology to analyse the relation between ‘societal dressage’ and ‘bodily 
animality’ that humans and animals share. Within this original theoretical 
framework, the book develops the concept of ‘dressaged animality’ as a 
mode of critique to analyse the social and political function of interdisci-
plinary forms of ‘contemporary performances.’

Drawing on archival and primary research, the book theorises and 
historicises more than 15 performances practices in which animality is 
allegorically staged through by humans danced, real, or filmically mediated 
animals. It focuses on Rose English’s pioneering approach to performance-
making as well as on widely overlooked performances by other renown 
and largely unknown American (Mike Kelley/Kate Foley, Robert Morris, 
Bruce Nauman, Yvonne Rainer, Diana Thater), British (Mark Wallinger, 
Rose English), and European artists (Tamara Grcic, Judith Hopf, Joseph 
Beuys, Bartabas) from the late 1960s until the late 2010s. While various 
types of artistic practice are framed as forms of critique (for example, pro-
test art, interventionist strategies, institutional critique), the book maps an 
original performance theory in art which shows that contemporary artistic 
performances can also take up a critique of societal dressage.

This study will be of great interest to students and scholars in art his-
tory, theatre, dance and performance studies, and ecology, as well as to 
artists and curators working with performance.

Lisa Moravec is an Art historian-performance scholar, Writer, Lecturer, 
Curator, Art critic, and Body practitioner. She is working on intersections 
of the performing and visual arts.
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Introduction

Humans increasingly perform like dressaged animals since the second half 
of the twentieth century. As it seems impossible to live, move, and work to-
gether without harming other animals under competitive capitalism, there 
has been a trend to increasingly include animals—whether human imita-
tions, real, or mediated—in the visual and performing arts since the late 
1960s. This foregrounding of the entanglement between human and animal 
forms of animality in performance has coincided with the emergence of ar-
tistic performance practices that blur existing modes and histories of dance, 
theatre, vaudeville, circus, visual performance art, and competitive sports.

This book delineates this phenomenon by critically theorising and his-
torically contextualising a selection of contemporary artistic practices 
that emerged in the realms of both, in the experimental visual arts and 
technique-based performing arts. I focus on more than 15 widely underex-
plored contemporary performances by renowned, as well as lesser known 
British (Rose English, Mark Wallinger), American (Mike Kelley/Kate Foley, 
Yvonne Rainer, Robert Morris, Bruce Nauman, Diana Thater), and Euro-
pean artists (Joseph Beuys, Anne Imhof, Tamara Grcic, Judith Hopf, Barta-
bas, Anna Källblad/Helena Byström) that came about within the contexts 
of the visual and performing arts from the late 1960s until the late 2010s.

Rooted in close visual and performance analyses, I work through the 
following questions: What insights do these artistic performances provide 
into the societal relation of humans and animals? How do artists and ani-
mals perform their dressage in political economy, and what role does bod-
ily animality play in critical artistic performance practices? As the works 
with human and non-human animals by these artists demonstrate that 
they are not only critical of societal dressage but also of their artistic self-
dressage, the book provides a performance theory which explores how 
artistic performance can take up a critique of dressage in the capitalist 
system, representing forms of artistic resilience.

While various types of artistic practice have been framed as forms of 
critique (for example protest art, institutional critique in the visual arts, 
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2 Introduction

social practice, or interventionist strategies), existing studies have tended to 
focus either on the political and social function of art and performance—
without taking bodily (human and animal) animality or real animals into 
consideration—or they have applied a phenomenological approach, to pri-
marily deal with questions focused on performances in which real animals 
are used. This interdisciplinary book brings these two arts-based discourses 
together and expands them with animal studies, a growing academic field 
that is preoccupied with how ethical issues—that bring forth political 
action—enable critical analysis of how domesticated animals (living beings 
like humans) are treated and categorised in the political economy. Based on 
a comparative analysis of human-animal dressage and animality, the book 
situates the so-called ‘animal question’ into a wider political economy con-
text, focused on artistic and cultural forms of performance.

Between Societal Dressage, Self-Dressage, and Bodily Animality

Assuming that humans and animals are, albeit to different degrees, both 
subjected to societal dressage, and yet perform differently, based on their 
embodied animal needs, the book conceives dialectally of dressage (a 
cross-species, socially reproductive performance practice that conditions 
humans and domesticated animals to undertake specific tasks in political 
economy) and of animality (the visceral and impulsive bodily condition 
that human and non-human animals share).

It provides the concept of ‘dressaged animality’ (which describes an 
aesthetic form of acting that comprises of training, rehearsing, and per-
forming) to articulate the relationship between bodily (human and animal) 
animality and societal dressage, which materialises through performance. 
The concept of ‘dressaged animality’ is applied to analyse in detail to what 
extent humans and animals can critically perform their societal dressage 
through their self-dressage, in and as artistic performances.

Alongside developing nuanced understandings of societal dressage, self-
dressage, and bodily (human and animal) animality, the book outlines the 
following argument: If contemporary artistic performances stem from the 
artists’ embodied animality and are critical of the societal dressage mecha-
nisms of political economy, to which they are subjected, then the cross-
species critique—implicit in self-dressaged artistic performances—has the 
potential to challenge societally ingrained, anthropocentric ways of per-
forming and thinking about different species, artistic categorisations, and 
forms of human and animal performance.

Interdisciplinarity as a Critical Framework

From a formalist arts perspective, the obvious question emerges in regard 
to this interdisciplinary approach: What does a discussion of artistic perfor-
mance practices that are critical of how humans and animals are subjected 
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Introduction 3

to societal dressage, and also to artistic self-dressage, add to art historical 
and performance studies scholarship? To answer this question, let me re-
call Richard Kriesche’s internationally pioneering exhibition project Animal 
Art as it foregrounded the relevance of animality in art and performance in 
1987. Animal Art was commissioned by steirischer herbst, an annual festival 
for contemporary art dating back to 1967. Today the exhibition serves as an 
international, art and performance historical, as well as a curatorial anchor 
for artistic work focused on the relation of human and animal animality.

Animal Art

The idea for the exhibition Animal Art was born out of an interference 
caused by real animals at an event of steirischer herbst ‘85.1 The festival 
had commissioned the opera The Holy Grail of Jazz and Joy by Georg 
Gruntz to be performed at the Lurgrotte in Semriach close to Graz Oc-
tober 28 and 29. During the rehearsals leading up to the performance, 
animal rights activists expressed anger about the art event disturbing the 
habitat of the bats in the grotto. The artistic director of steirischer herbst, 
Peter Vujica, a dog owner himself, took these protests seriously and came 
up with the idea to make this public interference the subject matter of an 
upcoming festival edition. In 1986, he commissioned the Austrian artist 
Richard Kriesche, an animal art expert himself, to conceptualise and or-
ganise an art exhibition focused on animals.

That same year, Kriesche’s own artistic work with animals became 
widely known through his 30 second TV commercial Faktisch Richard 
for Humanic, which was shown for six months on Austrian broadcasting. 
It showed the artist standing in St. Mark’s Square in Venice as a sculpture-
like living thing, dressed in a suit onto which grains of corn were glued 
and pecked by pigeons. The idea for this performance emerged from an 
earlier one from 1972. While studying at the Slade School of Fine Art, 
University College London, with Stuart Brisley, Kriesche showed a similar 
act at Trafalgar Square. For the ‘87 edition of steirischer herbst, Kriesche 
conceptualised and organised Animal Art.2 The exhibition included more 
than 100 works with live performing, taxidermied, photographically and 
filmically depicted animals, and also invited animals to join the opening.

In the catalogue to the exhibition project, Kriesche posits that animals 
function as ‘live matter’, as ‘a conveyer and medium of art’, and defined the 
artistic work on display as being made by artists who are aware of the role 
‘the animal, the beastly, the organic, the living’ plays in the ‘survival in our 
society’ (Fig. 0.1).3 The inclusion of animals in artistic work enables us, he 
suggested, to ‘transgress the restrictions imposed by society on the arts’.4 
The critical attitude with which Kriesche’s Animal Art brought together di-
verse art objects (which presented real animals in different material constel-
lations) with real animals, performing live, questioned the idea of ‘art’ itself.
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4 Introduction

The critical and bodily approach of Animal Art to artistic work strongly 
resonates with the investigation of my book on how artists and animals 
can perform as actors in society. With this book I aim to demonstrate that 
animals are not only good to think with—as they allegorically stand in 
for ‘life’—but that the inclusion of human and animal animality enables 
researchers and artists to address the political economy spun around an-
thropocentrism, as well as the critical potential of artistic production and 
performance. Hence, focusing on how societal dressage can be critically 
performed, in and as artistic work that operates in the spheres of the visual 
and performing arts, tells us something about how body politics can be 
agentially enacted.

Figure 0.1  Cover of Animal Art, exhibition catalog, Richard Kriesche (ed.), 
steirischer herbst ‘87, image by Richard Kriesche, photograph by Clara 
Wildberger.
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Theoretical Approach

To discuss in a nuanced way how these ethico-political issues surface in 
aesthetically innovative contemporary performance, the book brings to-
gether Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s late theory of dressage, Karl 
Marx’s late conception of dressage in Kapital (Vol. 1) and his early focus 
on animality in Economic and Philosophic Manuscript from 1844, with 
Donna Haraway’s feminist materialist writing on human–animal relation-
ships.5 It combines Marxist critique of the political economy with socially 
progressive-oriented feminist theories that focus on corporeal modes of 
action for two reasons:

1 to analyse how artistic performances relate to the naturalised cross-
species dressage mechanisms of political economy.

2 to discuss possibilities of alternative ways of human and nonhuman 
modes of performing to envision an anti-capitalist horizon, where hu-
mans and animals live and work together differently, with less exploita-
tion of animals and humans alike.

To unpack how cultural, political, and economic issues are entangled 
in artistic performances, the book also draws from aesthetic and moral 
philosophy, as well as from affect theory. The five chapters of this book 
are focused on the following themes: Marxist and feminist theories of 
dressage, the pre-modern history of dressage’s political mechanisms and 
artistic formations, the contemporary critique of Western patriarchal and 
neoliberal dressage, the ethical paradox implicit in human–animal dres-
sage, and the bodily technologies of sportive dressage.

Each chapter offers close performance analyses of contemporary case 
studies from experimental dance, theatre, and visual art performances, 
which are documented through photographic images and videos, in which 
humans perform with or without real animals. The book’s nuanced theo-
retical spectrum facilitates complex questions regarding the relations be-
tween human and animal agency, and societal dressage, such as: How do 
artists use and interact with other humans and animals to make artistic 
performances? And what insights do such public performances provide 
into understandings of human and animal animality?

After the Animal Turn

The book partly overlaps with concerns giving way to the animal turn in 
humanities scholarship in the 2000s, which has, since then, forwarded 
discussions around questions of human agency in regard to animal life. 
Jacques Derrida sparked a self-critical philosophical discussion of ‘the 
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animal’ in 2002, and MIT history professor Harriet Ritvo’s seminal pa-
per, On the Animal Turn, from 2007, stressed that although animals have 
been omnipresent in culture and agriculture, in literature, and in scien-
tific studies (dating back to Aristotle), they have remained ‘marginal in 
most disciplines’.6 It is precisely the liminal position of animals in scholar-
ship that allows us, Ritvo suggests, to challenge settled assumptions and 
relationships’.7

Related to the increased interest in animals, offset by the animal turn, 
the visual and performing arts discourse has persistently tackled animals 
as subjects in their study of art and performance to address how the use 
of ‘living material’ is treated in society. Writer John Berger (1977); liter-
ary scholars Steve Baker (1993, 2000, 2013), Cary Wolfe (2003, 2012), 
and Ron Brioglio (2011, 2022); art historians Jessica Ullrich (dozens of 
essays and edited books), Giovanni Aloi (2011, 2018), and Petra Lange-
Berndt (2009), to name a few, have analysed the material condition of 
animals being presented as inanimate objects. Lange-Berndt has criti-
cally addressed the objecthood of animals by stressing that materials 
also have agency: ‘They can move as well as act and have a life of their 
own, challenging an anthropocentric, post-Enlightenment intellectual 
tradition’.8

Parallel to this visual art-based discourse, theatre and performance 
studies discourse has focused on living animals in performance. Jennifer 
Parker-Starbuck and Lourdes Orozco have explored what the animal in 
the history of performance tells us about our human subjectivity. They 
suggest that a performance studies inquiry has ‘the capacity to make its 
audience think about the human, the animal and the object’ and thereby 
reshape our idea of performance’s representational experience.9 Theatre 
scholar Nicolas Ridout has further pointed out that the animal on the 
stage signifies that ‘the conditions of labor’ generate affective experiences 
and ‘nudges us into a consciousness of the history of their subjugation to 
human ends’ within capitalism.10

My book expands on these animal-centered performance and art his-
torical discourses by shifting the focus to the question of how the entangle-
ment of bodily (human and animal) animality and societal dressage shapes 
their bodily agencies.11 Drawing on the fact that domesticated animals 
(that are used for specific purposes in society) have—like humans—their 
own heads, the book explores how the work of artists operates as a cri-
tique of societal dressage, as an artistic and cultural performance, which 
functions as a part of the political economy. With this in mind, the book’s 
critical performance theory of dressage also incorporates David Beech’s 
keen observation about art; he calls for analyses ‘of how art responds to 
the capitalist mode of production’.12
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Contemporary Performance and Its Leftovers

As societal dressage is actively performed and produces human and ani-
mal bodies, this book conceives of contemporary performance practices as 
coming about through and representing a form of labour and operating 
as a commodity that is shaped by and circulates in the political economy. 
This understanding of performance enables an analysis of how artistic 
work can draw attention to the tensions and relations between dressage 
and animality and operates across the visual and performing arts.

The five chapters of the book draw from archival and primary research, 
pair it with close performance analyses, and contexualise the performances 
in the overlapping histories of art and performance to outline the decisive 
role of animality in critical aesthetic practices. As a trained art historian 
and performance scholar, I am highly aware of the framing role the image 
documentation of the performances, and the costumes used in them, play in 
my study. When I analyse performances that I did not experience live, my 
performance analysis is based on their photographic and, if existing, their 
filmic documentation. I also take the costumes used in the performances into 
account, if they play an important role. Costumes—objects that function as 
artworks in their own right—help us to remember past performances, but at 
the same time circulate in the realms of material culture and are from time to 
time exhibited inside art institutions. I refer to them as ‘performance lefto-
vers’ as leftovers are, art historian Briony Fer notes, objects that continue to 
exist even when they lose their initial use value and thereby have the pos-
sibility to generate new meanings through their recycling and circulation, 
which sheds light on the value we attribute to them. As Fer writes,

Leftovers come to stand in not for what once has been but what 
will be. They suggest forever fluctuating possibilities […] Focussing 
attention on the leftover puts into question the value of what we 
choose to keep. […] Leftovers are part objects in time rather than 
in space. Leftovers suggest fractured rather than continuous time.13

As live performed, visually documented, and critically reviewed per-
formances circulate as commodities in the economic system, similar to 
object-based commodities, their meaning depends on how they are used. 
Focusing on the commodification, circulation, and transformation of live 
performances and contemporary performance props into performance 
leftovers that are exhibited within cultural institutions also implies an 
investigation of the relation between performance’s social relevance and 
economic use value.14

This two-fold understanding of performance, operating in relation to 
its material leftovers, relates to Walter Benjamin’s late take on the concept 
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of allegory. Writing just before the events of World War II, he uses the 
term allegory to describe how material objects, which have been left over, 
can become charged with meaning again. How French poet and art critic 
Charles Baudelaire made sense of the concept of allegory was of particu-
lar interest to Benjamin. Baudelaire used it to stress that if things become 
devalued in the material world, they are surpassed by commodities in the 
modern age.15 To visualise what Baudelaire could have meant by allegory, 
Benjamin resorts to the idea of the souvenir, that is, as he describes, a 
material object that has been left over and operates as a continuous re-
minder of the lived experience to which it is anchored. Comparing early 
to late allegory, echoing early and late modernity, ‘the key figure in early 
allegory is’, Benjamin critically notes, ‘the corpse’; while in late allegory, 
it is the ‘souvenir’ (Andenken), which leads him to note that the souvenir 
is the schema of the commodity’s transformation into an object for the 
collector.16

In comparison to the art historical narrative spun around ‘performance 
art’, focused mainly on the 1970s, and critical performance studies 
methodologies, the book combines a historical performance analysis 
with a discussion of performance’s situatedness in political economy. 
It does so by shifting the emphasis from what ‘remains’ of past per-
formance (see Schneider 2001, 2011; Taylor, 2003) towards ‘what has 
been left over’ of performances. This understanding of artistic perfor-
mance makes it possible to examine its political, economic, and cultural 
relevance in regard to how critical analyses of contemporary artistic 
performances from the 1960s can provide us with critiques of societal  
dressage.

Chapter Summary

The book begins with the chapter Theorising Dressage. It outlines the 
historical changes in the use of the term dressage and contextualises it 
with Karl Marx’s approach to dressage and animality, and the proceed-
ing Marxist philosophy of Henri Lefebvre. Then the book connects these 
Marxist conceptions of dressage to the critical work of feminist scholars 
Donna Haraway and Lauren Berlant, as their writing transparently takes 
their own subject position into account. To outline a nuanced understand-
ing of dressage, the theoretical chapter then compares their writing to a 
range of other German, French, and English theories of dressage, such as 
those by Immanuel Kant, Marcel Mauss, Simone Weil, Pierre Bourdieu, 
Michel Foucault, and Carrie Noland.

The second chapter, Performance Histories, provides a premodern his-
torical context for performance practices of dressage. It offers a cross-
reading of the development of the three—at that time—most progressive 
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artistic performance practices (l’art militaire, the manège, and Chorég-
raphie, ou l’Art d’Écrire la Danse) in absolutist France at the end of the 
eighteenth-century. It analyses the bodily dressage mechanisms of these 
performance practices in a monarchical political system, at a time when 
the military was not yet professionalised, horses still had a use-value due 
to the importance they played during wartime as well as in artistic per-
formances, and the vocabulary of dance had not yet fully developed into 
romantic ballet. Focused on questioning where aesthetics, politics, and 
ethics intersect, the chapter is framed with Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer’s Dialectics of Enlightenment, Adorno’s aesthetic theory, and 
etymologically with the Anglo-French and Latin root of ‘vir’. I compar-
atively analyse the visual representations of these three cultural perfor-
mance practices as printed engravings in Denis Diderot and Jean-Baptiste 
le Rond d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie (published between 1751 and 1772). 
The chapter outlines the argument that although the performance of dres-
sage is rooted in social conditioning techniques, it is an actively performed 
political and aesthetic performance practice that depends on how the 
executing humans and animals choose to apply their subjective agency, 
which is formed through their bodily animal needs, in relation to societally 
installed morals—and this in turn shapes their cultural identities. Focused 
on entanglements between performance cultures, politics, and ideology in 
regard to the performance practice of dressage, Performance Histories sets 
the stage for understanding how and why the performances of a selection 
of contemporary artists can be understood as a critique of established so-
cietal dressage practices since the late 1960s.

Moving into critical artistic approaches to the performance of dance 
and human-horse dressage, Chapter III, The Critique of Dressage: Danc-
ing Horses, explores the tongue-in-cheek question: Do humans dance like 
dressage horses? It analyses how the aesthetic form of dancing horse per-
formances by Yvonne Rainer, Rose English, Mike Kelley, and Kate Foley 
help to investigate how the ‘self-dressage’ of the artists can function as an 
infrastructural critique of specific artistic, political, and economic aspects 
of societal dressage in the second-half of the twentieth-century and in the 
early twenty-first-century. Yvonne Rainer’s pioneering postmodern dance 
Horses (1968) aligns her choreography with medially projected images 
and sounds of freely running herd animals. Drawing on Marxist theo-
ries of alienation, I argue that Rainer’s artistic ‘self- dressage’ foregrounds 
that human performers can neither escape from the performance system, 
within which they chose to perform, nor from their animal necessities that 
give way to their artistic work. Rose English’s Quadrille (1975) serves as 
a historical reference point to analyse an emancipatory and collectively 
performed feminist performance practice. Blending high and low dance 
steps with the classical equestrian dressage form, Quadrille, I argue, offers 
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a critique of ‘patriarchal dressage’ (gender, class, and species-based as-
pects), within the second wave of feminism, which is related to the animal 
rights movement, and marks the emergence of performance as an artistic 
medium in the visual arts. Taking place about 30 years later in New York, 
Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s pantomime horse dance satirically addresses 
the commodification of Rainer’s experimental choreographic work by 
blending it with popular dance and equestrian dressage movements, dat-
ing back to the late eighteenth-century. Although their horse dance oper-
ates as a commodified dressage performance, within neoliberal production 
and circulation processes, their horse dance demonstrates that it can also 
performatively critique it, when operating as an economically embedded 
dressage performance.

Chapter IV, The Ethics of Dressage: Non-Acting Dressage Acts, ex-
plores how power imbalances, offset by species differences, fuel cross-spe-
cies forms of performance, which are representative of human and animal 
relationships. It focuses on experimental theatre performance with real 
animals that are concerned with the ethics implicit in the treatment of 
animals, which, in turn, defines how animals are allowed to act and in-
teract. The chapter introduces the idealist concept of ‘non-acting’ to de-
scribe how acting techniques (re-produced through cultural dressage) and 
natural behaviour (provoked by bodily animality) are interdependently 
shaped in artistic performances. Applying a critical posthumanist form of 
thinking, this chapter offers close performance analyses of Rose English’s 
My Mathematics (1992–94), Joseph Beuys’s Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie 
(1969), and Bartabas’s Ex Anima (2019). It provides insights into how 
these artists attempt to challenge anthropocentric practices of human and 
animal acting in their artistic performances, and how their human–animal 
performances expose the limits of theatre’s metaphorical, prescripted, and 
illusionist performance form.

Chapter V, The Technology of Dressage: Animal Machines, focuses 
on the performance practice and leisure time economy of horse-racing, a 
sportive form of societal dressage. It explicitly draws on Marxist analysis 
(Marx, Sohn-Rethel, Federici) and examines Robert Morris’s horse per-
formance Pace and Progress (1969), Mark Wallinger’s A Real Work of 
Art (1992–94), and Tamara Grcic’s photographic and filmic documentary 
work Turf (1999). It investigates how artistic performances can visually 
draw attention to the mass production and spectacularisation of extracting 
the physical resources of animals. Critical of technological and economic 
progress, Morris, Wallinger, and Grcic neither artistically experiment with 
the latest technologies, nor do they produce new technological apparatuses 
to realise their artistic ideas. In contrast to the nineteenth-century serial in-
stant photography of Eadweard Muybridge, Étienne-Jules Marey, and Ot-
tomar Anschütz, who artistically and scientifically advanced the apparatus 
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of photography while capturing the movements of galloping and trotting 
horses, their still and moving images expose the extractive eugenic and 
physical technologies of societal dressage. Focusing on both the corpore-
ally executed sportive performances and their technologically produced 
photographic and filmic representations (the ‘visual abstractions’ of their 
mediated cultural performances), the chapter’s entangled performance-
new media framework resonates with the historically inscribed corporeal-
technological and human–animal entanglement. It argues that racehorses 
have been socio-economically used as technological tools in capitalism’s 
competitive leisure-time performance industry to extend humans’ physical 
capabilities. This observation implies that the generation of humans and 
animals’ dressaged animalities is physically enacted as a temporally and 
physically limited performance of dressage.

The book concludes with the chapter, Dressaged Animalities: Towards 
Human–Animal Forms of Bodily Realism, ending with the all-women 
street performance City Horses by Anna Källblad and Helena Byström 
(2017–22). Here, I pose the rhetoric questions: What if human labour 
and animal work were organised and performed according to embodied 
human and animal needs to generate social, rather than economic, values 
and wealth? I suggest that taking the body and its sensitivity seriously is 
key to preserving the distinctness of human and animal species in a world 
that is framed by the dressage mechanisms of contemporary capitalism. I 
also point out that in order to foster less forceful interactions, among and 
across humans and animals, a persisting resistance against discriminating 
societal practices of dressage has to be actively and collectively performed. 
As it all too often seems impossible to live, work, and perform together 
without harming other animals in competitive capitalism, the book con-
cludes by stressing that artistic performances that critically engage with 
the given entangled social and economic dressage condition—rather than 
aesthetically represent it—remind us of that a more mutually responsive 
cultural praxis is needed. How we can more ethically train, rehearse, and 
perform together remains therefore a pressing political question, which 
critical artistic performance practices can aesthetically incorporate.

Politics of Embodiment

The focus of my book on how human and animal actors come to perform 
their agency in contemporary performance, with animality, and within the 
political economy, has from its very beginning been influenced by Donna 
Haraway’s feminist-materialist work. In Species Manifesto and When Spe-
cies Meet, Haraway describes how animals operate and perform within 
the political economy. She merges her scholarly analysis with her personal 
approach to animals and provides an idea of how a more egalitarian, 
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non-binary way of thinking about the human–animal and nature-culture 
divide can be practised in everyday life and work.17 Her approach to writ-
ing about human–animal relationships in the academic field had such an 
impact on me that I was inspired to start working towards this book, first 
in the form of a PhD thesis in the mid-2010s, and to develop the concept 
of ‘dressaged animality’, deriving from my own embodied and ‘situated 
knowledge’.18

Over the past 26 years, I had the privilege to passionately work and 
play with so many different show-jumping and dressage horses as a semi-
professional equestrian. Over time, my devoted almost daily practice and 
embodied knowledge of working with horses, and assistance of several 
equestrians, led to my international equestrian trainer qualification. The 
horses that I was able to work with, and from whom I learned about the 
bodily sensitivities of humans and animals in the past, were owned by 
several classically trained equestrians (for example trained at the Spanish 
Riding School Vienna), Olympic riders (such as Vicky Thompson), riding 
teachers, and private horse owners in Austria, Germany, and the UK. The 
riding horses, with whom I spent time, and the people around them have 
taught me more than any book.

On a bodily level, I regard working with animals as an aesthetic practice—  
an approach that is in small circles referred to as the art of riding. This ap-
proach to human–animal dressage relies on the refined alignment of their 
bodies and minds. The centaurian image, merging human and animal bod-
ies, configures this form of human–animal dressage. It however only con-
stitutes a very small fraction of the human-horse history and industry, as 
these animals have continuously been bred, cared for, and trained to either 
serve as means of transportation until the invention of the automobile, or 
to aesthetically perform their dressage competitively with humans in spor-
tive performance events increasingly since the modern age.

My experience of working in a large-scale horse factory that aimed at 
producing as many class-high-performing horses as possible, in the least 
amount of time, has over time shifted my aesthetic interest in horses to 
the ethical and economic implications of working with horses. The dialec-
tic concept of dressaged animality that I present in this book stems from 
my own practice, and through critical analyses of seminal artistic perfor-
mances, I combine a discussion of the intimate bodily practice of working 
with human and animal animality, with the historical, economic, and cul-
tural issues implicit in human and animal dressage. From a historical ma-
terialist point of view, it is crucial to recall that without horses—who have 
co-produced human capital and have literally taken humans forward over 
the past centuries (in comparison with other domesticated and dressaged 
animals)—human histories, performance practices, and current forms of 
living and working would be utterly different.
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As horses continue to be specially bred and used for anthropocentric 
purposes, an analysis of how human and nonhuman animals have been 
used in and have shaped contemporary performance cultures offers a 
fruitful ground for pairing the practice of cultural criticism and scholarly 
analysis. Frederic Jameson has sharply articulated the intersections of aes-
thetic judgment, cultural analysis, and socio-political evaluation. Jameson 
writes that ‘[a]esthetic judgement’ denotes ‘the philosophically designated’ 
and corresponds to ‘personal preferences (taste)’, while ‘analysis’ implies 
‘peculiar and rigorous conjuncture of formalist and historical analysis’ in 
literary and cultural study, and that an ‘evaluation’ offers a sociopoliti-
cal interrogation of everyday life through ‘an individual work of art’.19 
With this description of cultural practice in mind, the book’s focus on how 
human and animal agency has been performed, in and as artistic perfor-
mance, gives way to cultural and artistic analysis that is related to, but also 
different from when inanimate objects are closely examined aesthetically.
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Theorising Dressage

Let’s begin with the obvious question of this book: What is dressage? And 
why does it matter to have an understanding of dressage in regard to criti-
cal analysis, focused on contemporary performance practices? The follow-
ing outline of the etymology of the notion of dressage and its use in critical 
theory will unpack why this book conceives of a selection of artistic ‘dres-
sage performance’ as critical and agential, by which I mean that they are 
actively performed as a critical form of cultural and economic labour.

While the word dressage (Dressur) is still commonly used in the Ger-
man language to denote the practice of conditioning human and animal 
behaviour, it is rarely in the English language today. Until the early mod-
ern period, dressage—which continues to be used today in French and 
German as a verb (dresser, dressieren), as an adjective (dressé, dressiert), 
and as noun (dressage, Dressur)—was used only as an original French 
verb (dresser) to describe actively performed activities in French and Eng-
lish.1 In the thirteenth-century, the verb dresser denoted acts of ‘making 
straight, directing, guiding, controlling, lifting, raising, setting up, prepar-
ing, or training and breaking in an animal’. The latter meaning, referring 
explicitly to animals, died out by 1400, and from the late-fourteenth-
century, dresser mainly denoted acts of ‘putting on clothing, adorning, 
decorating’ and aligning military ‘dress ranks’ in the French, English, and 
German language.2

Conflating acts of dressing and training from 1936, the term dressage 
has mainly connoted a ‘skilled form of horseback riding performed in ex-
hibitions and competition’ since the modern period.3 1912 was the year, 
prior to the outbreak of World War I and II, when equestrian dressage 
became a modern Olympic discipline. Until 1952 it was soley performed 
by male riders and judged by miliary officers, in addition to functioning 
as a military performance practice. This led to the infrastructural trans-
formation of horseback riding, until then a militaristic and artistic perfor-
mance practice, into a sportive and modernist performance form that is 

1
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16 Theorising Dressage

aesthetically judged based on the interplay of the movement expression of 
horses and their physical characteristics.

Today, the term dressage is mainly applied to denote the sport of eques-
trianism in the Anglophone world. But Karl Marx also used it in Das 
Kapital (Vol I, 1867), at the time of the Industrial Revolution. Marx’s 
understanding of dressage and animality is key to the focus of this book 
on the entanglement in regard to bodily agency. As his time-specific com-
mentary about societal dressage derives from his entangled understanding 
of human and animal animality, it is helpful to shed more light on how 
the practice of dressage alienates one from one’s bodily animality through 
specific types of labour.

Conceptions of Dressage and Animality in Marxist Theories

For Marx, the compliance of humans and animals with existing forms of 
societal dressage, performed through their bodily labour, implies aliena-
tion. Writing in German, Marx applies the term dressage to describe that 
the worker has to be ‘dressaged’ (dressiert) early, to work most effectively, 
with the given means of production, which at the time of his writing at the 
turn of the nineteenth-century, became the industrial machine.4 Although 
Marx refers to societal dressage in the passive verb form in Kapital, to 
denote labour practices that are subsumed to late nineteenth-century in-
dustrial production, human as well as animal agencies are wilfully, and 
therefore actively, conducting certain tasks for specific reasons.

It is not only the socio-economic practice of dressage that has attuned 
the lives of both human and animal ‘species beings’ (Gattungswesen), 
as Karl Marx calls them, and continues to determine their agential roles 
in political economy, but what connects them is also their shared bod-
ily animality.5 Humans and animals both appropriate the external world, 
through their labour, which objectifies, as Marx notes, their ‘species life’ 
(Gattungsleben) into ‘species being’ (Gattungswesen).6 While Aristotle 
notes that the human acts as a ‘political animal’ in the societal (political 
and economic) infrastructure, for Marx the human is ‘at all events a social 
animal’.7 Marx relates ‘animality’ (SIC das Thierische) to ‘humanity’ (das 
Menschliche) to denote the shared existential bodily criteria of human and 
non-human animals. Although he points towards differences between hu-
man labour and animal being, he does not draw a line between animal and 
human functions. Instead, Marx stresses their similarities in his early Eco-
nomic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1884. He writes that the worker,

[O]nly feels himself freely active [freithätig] in his animal func-
tions [SIC thierische Funktionen]—eating, drinking, procreating, or 
at most in his dwelling and in dressing-up, etc.; and in his human 
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functions [labour activities, Arbeit] he no longer feels himself to be 
anything but an animal. What is animal [das Thierische] becomes 
human [das Menschliche] and what is human [das Menschliche] be-
comes animal [SIC das Thierische].8

In the same way that Marx avoids biological determinisms to define 
humanity and animality dialectically, the philosopher Oxana Timofeeva 
has recently noted that ‘we cannot deal with animality as such’, but only 
with its ‘human construction’.9 Her comment poses, like Marx’s, a chal-
lenge to Western philosophy, which traditionally regards animality as an 
abstract idea that ‘lacks’ the rationality of humans and has been defined in 
juxtaposition to what we consider to be human. For example, according to 
Kant’s moral philosophy, animals living in nature differ from human ani-
mals because they are undisciplined creatures and therefore do not require 
training, dressage, or maintenance to survive.10

Marx’s early commentary on the differences and similarities of hu-
man and animal life in his Manuscripts of 1844, and later on dressage 
in Kapital (Vol. 1), finds strong resonances in Henri Lefebvre’s body of 
work. Lefebvre’s critical reading of Marx’s Manuscripts of 1844, which 
were first published in French in 1933 and 1934, gave way to his ‘cri-
tique of everyday life’.11 While Marx uses several terms—such as Entfrem-
dung, Verfremdung, Entwirklichung, Verselbstständigung, Entäusserung, 
Vergänglichkeit—to describe ‘alienating’ processes in humans’ societal 
working life, Lefebvre introduces the term alienation.12 For him, as for 
Marx, alienation not only applies to economic activities but also to ‘man’s 
exploitation of man’ in general.13 Putting into question Marx’s approach 
to alienation, Lefebvre identifies a potential for dis-alienation from exist-
ing normative living practices. In Critique of Everyday Life (Vol. 1), he 
notes that he is concerned with ‘extracting what is living, new, positive—
the worthwhile needs and fulfilments—from the negative elements: The 
alienations’.14

Building on the questioning of alienation, which is for Lefebvre offset 
by modern city life through consumerism and the mystification of leisure 
time industries, his posthumously published book Rhythmanalysis: Space, 
Time and Everyday Life (1991), volume IV of his trilogy Critique of Eve-
ryday, offers an analytical model of lived rhythms and includes a theory 
of dressage.15 This book forms the theoretical frame of this dissertation 
because it embodies a critical approach to both Marxist theory as an ap-
plied philosophical methodology and to poststructuralist theories, given 
Lefebvre’s break with the French Communist Party in 1958.16

In Rhythmanalysis, Lefebvre makes a poetic, less scientific, claim for 
subjectivity, and the agency of the body within the capitalist operations 
of everyday life. The sociologist-philosopher proposes to open up ‘a new 
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field of knowledge’ that has, he suggests, ‘practical consequences’ and is 
rooted in the societal mechanisms of ‘dressage’.17 The embodied, and yet 
abstract, performance practice of dressage, applying to humans and ani-
mals, is based on, he notes, the acceptance of certain human values and 
consequently produces ‘their bodies’.18

My own critique of societal dressage builds on and thinks with Lefe-
bvre’s socio-philosophical Marxist theory of dressage. The dialectical 
concept of ‘dressaged animality’ that this book presents resonates with 
Lefebvre’s ethical and bodily approach to everyday life practices. Similar 
to his consideration of the capitalist operations that are a part of everyday 
life, the artistic performances that I analyse are not waged labour in a 
classical economic sense, but take on a special position within the social, 
cultural, political, and economic infrastructures that constitute everyday 
life. The critical analysis of a selection of artistic performances in the fol-
lowing chapters of this book is driven by questioning specific subjectivity 
formations, rooted in bodily animality, in relation to the societal dressage 
mechanisms and the practices that operate within and shape them.

‘Dressaged Animality’: Feminist Approaches to Societal Dressage

Similar to Lefebvre’s sociological and philosophical reading of Marx’s early 
and late work, the methodology of this book combines Marxist analysis 
with more recent and socially progressively oriented posthumanist theo-
ries by women writers in Chapter IV. This combination provides tools to, 
on one hand, analyse normative humanist working conditions and, on the 
other, to think through what forms alternative, co-evolutionary practices, 
in which humans and animals can both be regarded as actors that are ac-
tively performing.

Throughout the book, I apply the concept of ‘dressaged animality’ to 
analyse the social co-evolutionary potential of critique and human agency 
in regards to humans’ labour, which I understand as being entangled with 
everyday life practices and capitalist production. In the following analyses 
of a selection of artistic performances from the late 1960s until today, 
I ask about emancipatory potentials from dominating and suppressive 
societal ‘dressage mechanisms’ (but not from capitalist working condi-
tions) through the incorporation of bodily human and animal animality 
in performance.

The writing of two feminist writers on the performance of human sub-
jectivity is as relevant to the mapping of a theory of dressage, through 
close analysis and contextualisation of artistic performances, as Lefebvre’s 
critique of dressage. Lauren Berlant draws on Lefebvre’s ethical approach 
to everyday life and moves away from a philosophical critique of ‘the 
thing’ to question the formation of lived, ‘privileged’ subjectivity in the 
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everyday that is organised by ‘contemporary capitalism’.19 Without defin-
ing what she exactly means by contemporary capitalism (certainly not a 
monolithic framework of our contemporary society), the societal perfor-
mance of one’s ‘dressage’ operates for Berlant as ‘a model for subjectivity 
in general’, and blurs the ‘distinction between forced adaptation, pleas-
urable variation, and threatening dissolution of life-confirming norms’.20 
Dance and cultural theorist Carrie Noland makes a similarly provocative 
claim as that of Berlant. She focuses on the techniques of one’s body and 
argues that they develop simultaneously with society, which keeps the pos-
sibility for action being able to happen openly.21

At the heart of this book lies the omnipresent question of how hu-
mans have performed, also together with animals, as well as a critique of 
profit-orientated capitalist progress, figured through the instrumental use 
of horses. In comparison to other domesticated and dressaged animals, 
these animals have physically co-produced human capital and have taken 
humans forward. Ulrich Raulff’s study of horse-human relationships in the 
so-called long-nineteenth-century, terminating at the end of World War I, 
refers to horses as ‘animal vectors’ and ‘political animals’.22 The invention 
and dissemination of war, mobility, and factory machines at the beginning 
of the twentieth-century released horses from their services and ended hu-
mans’ dependence on horses as living material needed for everyday life. 
Although the pre-modern bodily entanglement between horses and hu-
mans transformed from being socio-economically useful into a modern, 
entertaining, leisure-time relationship over time, humans still continue to 
work with them today, as if, Raulff notes, they had both agreed on a ‘cen-
taurian pact’.23 This long-lasting, co-evolutionary human-horse story dem-
onstrates that humans have indeed wanted to engage with these animals, 
and vice versa, precisely because they represent, for each other—as Bar-
bara Noske writes in her critical take on biological determinism—‘other 
worlds’.24 The question of how we can more ethically engage with and 
work with other animal and human animals, in a non-discriminatory and 
non-violent manner—given the continuous extraction of their labour pow-
ers and commodification in our contemporary (Western) cultures—is, for 
me as an animal lover, the underlying concern of this book.

Haraway’s work is important to my study as it foregrounds differences 
between interactive human–animal performance practices, and the distinct 
roles they play in the political economy. Deriving from her performance 
practice of agility with her dogs, she conceives of human–animal interac-
tions as a ‘subject- and object-shaping dance of encounters’.25 In When 
Species Meet, Haraway argues that interspecies practices, such as sport 
agility, perform ‘species companionship’: A systematic process of ‘sym-
poiesis’ that operates according to the rules of a game. For her, practicing 
the competitive sport of agility with her dog, and taking him to work with 
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her as a ‘lab dog’, is a form of ‘making with’ that unfolds the closed system 
of autopoiesis within capitalism, and extends it to another living being.26 
Bodily engagements with ‘the other’ imply a ‘becoming together’, cum 
panis, as Haraway puts it, and merge improvisation and choreography 
through mutual sensual and conceptual attentiveness and responsiveness.

Physical engagements with horses function similarly to human-dog rela-
tions as described by Haraway. These socially conditioned and trained an-
imals, too, extend our externally projected human perception and remind 
us of our own embodied human animality. Performances with animals 
are social and economic dressage practices, and produce particular values, 
comprising a Marxist exchange and use value and generating what Hara-
way refers to as an ‘encounter value’.27 Haraway’s focus on approaching 
this form of human–animal performance, through her own practice and an 
analysis of animals’ economic embeddedness, puts Marxist theories—in 
which animals are addressed as suppressed living beings—at stake. In this 
book, I regard societally ‘dressaged’ animals as both extremely sensitive, 
living beings and as living capital; and my dialectical concept of ‘dressaged 
animality’ reinforces that horses, in particular, have been continuously but 
also differently used as technologically functioning tools in political econ-
omy since their domestication.

Building on the resonances of my work with Lefebvre’s theory of dres-
sage and the feminist theories of Haraway and Berlant, I critically approach 
the question of how humans perform their societal dressage through con-
textual and close analysis of a selection of artistic performances. Through-
out five chapters, the book offers tools to critically reflect on existing forms 
of societal dressage (understood as a form of cultural practice), by taking 
the bodily animality of humans, as well as that of nonhuman animals, 
into account. It explores how critical artistic performances draw attention 
to the inseparable entanglement of the cultural, social, political, and eco-
nomic infrastructures, in which humans and animals are agentially apply-
ing their embodied dressaged animalities in order to perform.

‘Self-Dressage’: The Performance of Subjectivity and Its Ethics

The entanglement of a subjective ethical stance, which is performed as 
a political attitude, becomes particularly visible when it is aesthetically 
presented as artistic work as part of the capitalist world-ordering system. 
Although I use the notion of capitalism throughout the book (such as capi-
talist operations and competitive capitalism), my focus is not to histori-
cally contextualise nor periodise it through the case studies, spanning a 
timeframe of 60 years.28 When I refer to capitalism, I do so to draw atten-
tion to the political and economic infrastructural mechanisms that are at 
play at a given moment in time, which have—as I outline in Chapter II—their  
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root in the late eighteenth-century. My historical jump from the eighteenth- 
century to moments across the late twentieth-century and early twenty-
first-century includes, but does not focus on, an analysis of global forms of 
neoliberalism and the speculative financialisation mechanisms. As capital-
ist mechanisms frame, define, impact, and shape forms of human agency, 
but are at the same time produced by humans, I do not understand the no-
tion of capitalism as a universal or monolithic concept; instead, I employ 
the term to address the embeddedness of artistic performances in capitalist 
production. In my close analysis of a selection of artistic performance, I 
am interested in fleshing out how artistic critique and the societal means 
of production are entangled.29

The book’s performance analyses of artistic case studies combine a 
‘production-orientated’, ‘interpretation-orientated’, and ‘ethico-political’ 
approach (to use Ted Nannicelli’s terms) to debate the societal relevance 
of artistic labour, in regard to forms of bodily (human and animal) ani-
mality.30 I am not so much preoccupied with the ethical, coming before 
the moral, in the way that Nannicelli is, to offer private value judgements 
about the aesthetics of the selected performance works. In contrast to him, 
I conceive of the artistic works as offering sites through which to practice a 
critique of humans and animals’ societal dressage, framed with the opera-
tion of capitalism. I analyse how artists aesthetically apply and perform 
themselves critically, through their artistic work.

Despite the omnipresent societal, cultural, and economic conditioning 
of humans and animals, I propose that the selected case studies show that 
critical artistic work has the potential to productively critique, and not 
simply reproduce, culturally established, normative dressage practices. The 
selected performances demonstrate an economically progressive attitude, 
which often values the economic more than social and bodily necessities, 
through their aesthetics. With this full consciousness of the omnipresent 
tensions operating between ‘dressage’ and ‘animality’ in mind, I conceive 
of the human and animal performers in the performances that I analyse 
in the book as cultural representations of humans and animals’ physically 
enacted ‘dressaged animalities’, operating as a part of society’s economic 
and political infrastructures.

Other Theories of Dressage

My interspecies concept of dressaged animality operates in opposition to 
early modern and postmodern anthropocentric theories of dressage. In 
1803, about a century before the modern age started to define dressage 
in reference to equestrian performances and the training of other domes-
ticated animals, Immanuel Kant said, in a university lecture on pedagogy, 
that although both humans and animals can be ‘dressaged’ (dressiert, note 
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the passive forms here), the human is the living being who can be ‘trained’ 
(abgerichtet), ‘mechanically guided’ (mechanisch unterwiesen), or ‘really 
enlightened’ (wirklich aufgeklärt).31 Although Kant notes that dressage re-
quires the enactor ‘to learn how to think’ (denken lernen), he draws a dis-
criminatory distinction between human and animal subjectivity.32 He only 
acknowledges moral behaviour in humans, rooted in his understanding 
of ‘physical’ and ‘practical’ (praktische) culture, and claims that ‘physical 
education’ (physische Erziehung) such as throwing, swimming, making 
music, and playing stands in contrast to practical training, as the latter did 
not imply pragmatism and morals.33 Humans are, for him, the only living 
beings who need to be educated through ‘discipline’ and ‘cultivation’ to 
tame their ‘wildness’ (Wildheit) which, in turn, civilises and moralises the 
human.

According to Kant’s ideal of humanism, human discipline implies the 
attempt to guard against an ‘animality’ (Tierheit) that, unchecked, might 
otherwise harm the humanity of the individual, and, by extension, so-
ciety.34 Kant subsumes human education to ‘breeding’ (Zucht) and ‘in-
struction’ (Unterweisung) and draws attention to the fact that humans, 
in contrast to animals, rely on ‘upkeeping’ (Wartung).35 Animals, by con-
trast, he claims, do not need to be educated, because of their function-
ing instincts and because they automatically learn from their peers: Birds 
only learn how to sing when staying with their elders.36 Although Kant 
clearly recognises that both animals and humans have the faculty to ‘learn’ 
through mimesis, he only uses the term dressage to describe how humans 
engage with other animals, as a way of (rationally) instructing them to 
perform their orders.

The anthropologist Marcel Mauss picks up Kant’s question of physi-
cal education and human–animal differences in the mid-twentieth-century. 
He, in contrast, pays close attention to the body’s processes of learning 
and habits and notes that the transformation of the techniques of physical 
activities has gone hand-in-hand with its teaching methods. ‘Dressage’, 
he argues, is the result of the effective implementation of ‘techniques of 
the body’, which can be measured and classified. Human techniques, he 
argues, construct ‘human norms of training’ (aux résultats de dressage). 
These are anthropocentric forms of societal practices that humans apply 
to themselves, voluntarily, to increase their performance productivity, and 
also perform together with their (domesticated) animals:

Training [fr. term used dressage], like the assembly of a machine, is 
the search for, the acquisition of an efficiency. Here it is a human ef-
ficiency. These techniques are thus human norms of human training. 
These procedures that we apply to animals men voluntarily apply 
to themselves and to their children. The latter are probably the first 
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beings to have been trained [dresses] in this way, before all the ani-
mals, which first had to be tamed [apprivoiser]. As a result, I could 
to a certain extent compare these techniques, them and their trans-
mission, to training systems [à des dressages], and rank them in the 
order of their effectiveness.37

In contradiction to Kant, Mauss’s comment on the techniques of the 
body draws attention to the similarities between human and animal dres-
sage, as physically performed knowledge. Quoting this paragraph at 
length at once shows that the English translation of the term ‘dressage’ has 
been replaced with training and that dressage refers also to labour prac-
tices.38 Reading the original French text of Mauss’s essay, it also becomes 
apparent that he writes of dressages in the plural form, which has been 
translated into English as ‘training systems’ and applies to both humans 
and animals.

While Mauss says that tamed animals are needed for dressage, he does 
not, however, address that animals, used for human practices, also have 
to have already been domesticated; meaning that they are specially bred 
to fulfil human desires, apply their ‘animal power’ through forced labour, 
and needs of companionship. Noland elaborates on Mauss’s comment on 
humans’ self-dressage, and points out that:

The physical, but also the spiritual and psychic life of an individual 
is determined by patterns of choreographed behaviour. From the mo-
ment the child leaves the mother’s body, it is the subject of either 
unintentional or intentional ‘dressage’.39

As humans are automatically subjected to societal dressage when they 
enter the world, Noland stresses here that there is no such thing as a natu-
ral (human and animal) body.40 Given that the performance practice of 
dressage is embedded within the social world, including the operations of 
political economy, it is no surprise that Marx also used the term dressage. 
He notes that the effectiveness of human labour, the ‘Oekonomisierung der 
Produktionsmittel’, depends on how the workers perform, their dressage, 
and, by extension, on how they apply their productive labour, themselves, 
societally.41 In Das Kapital, he addresses the corporeal impact that a ma-
chine has on a labouring human. He writes that ‘all work conducted at the 
machine requires the worker’s early dressage (Dressur), in order that he 
learns to adapt his own movements to the uniform and consistent motion 
of an automaton’.42 It is the objectification and exchangeability of ‘species 
life’, to use Marx’s term again, that leads, I suggest, to the self-dressage of 
humans and animal beings, as well as to the subsumption of their labour 
power to the mechanics of the machine.
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Picking up on Marx’s work, Simone Weil similarly debates the transfor-
mation of humans into working animals. In her personal notes, she draws 
on her experience of working in a factory and resorts to the term ‘dressage’ 
to describe what happens to the human workers.43 She claims, contrasting 
Marx (perhaps without having read his 1844 Manuscripts, where he un-
packs human–animal relations), that society depends on the development 
of the productive forces and ‘the material means of production’ and not, as 
Marx claims, on the development of the labour force and the ‘relations of 
production’.44 Despite disagreeing with Marx on the importance of social 
relations, the key to capitalist production lies, for Weil as for Marx, in hu-
mans’ effective performance of their dressage. Human labour is exchanged 
in the market structures for a wage and implies the acceptance of the given 
(job) conditions.

The comparison between these theoretical approaches to dressage 
makes it apparent that Mauss, Marx, and Weil’s conceptions of dressage 
work through precise questions regarding societal and self-alienation from 
humans’ embodied animality, offset by their socio-economic performance 
of ‘their’ bodily dressage. Although animals cannot choose to the same 
extent as humans, ‘dressage-able’ animals collaborate with humans and 
thereby break themselves in, like labouring humans. They have to become, 
at least partly, complicit with the capitalist means of production in order 
to generate specific economic values and therefore wages, or in the case 
of animals, food and care. The tensions and overlaps between economic 
subsumption and humans’ and animals’ self-realisation form the core of 
my dialectic concept of ‘dressaged animality’.

The book’s critical engagement with the entanglement of societal dres-
sage and embodied animality poses a challenge to conceiving of it, as 
Michel Foucault does, as a solely submissive performance practice. If bod-
ily animal needs are not considered alongside the societal human enact-
ment of dressage, as a non-aesthetic practice, then we arrive at Foucault’s 
submissive understanding of dressage. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault 
draws on de la Mettrie’s provocative claim that both humans and animals 
operate like machines, and argues that the soldier obeys to what he is or-
dered to do; his obedience is prompt and ‘blind’.45

Echoing Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological concept of the societally in-
stalled and reproduced ‘habitus’, Foucault’s structuralist, institutionalised 
take on dressage focuses on the implementation and effect of ‘biopower’ 
on human agents, and dismisses their embodied agency.46 For Foucault, 
humans have no choice whether to agree or disagree with the societal con-
dition but must perform according to its laws. His take on dressage dis-
misses dressage’s dual implications, thus casting aside the implied agential 
acceptance of breaking oneself in actively in political economy. Lefebvre 
and Berlant’s dialectic understanding of dressage, in contrast, reminds 
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us of the significance of ‘self-dressaged’ embodied agency that, as pervi-
ous outlined in this book, produces artistic ‘dressage performances’ in an 
economic form.

The above comparison between dressage’s etymological development 
and Foucault’s theory of dressage, contrasted with Lefebvre and Berlant’s 
agential approach to how human and animal dressage is societally per-
formed, foregrounds that a one-sided point of view dismisses the complex-
ity of the societal dressage. Questioning humans’ societal dressage, which 
they share with domesticated working animals, opens up ways to explore 
possibilities of how dressage can be performed with embodied human and 
animal animality; this is pertinent to rethink the operations of the capital-
ist system, within which we, humans and domesticated animals alike, live 
and labour and produce value.

Sociologist Danielle Celemajer stresses in a critical comment on human 
subjectivity that human capitalist production is rooted in the ongoing so-
cial practice of humans telling themselves that they are superior to other 
forms of life.47 The ‘human mastermind’ narrative that she addresses is 
underpinned by laws, which empower particular human subjects and their 
scientifically designed technologies at the cost of ‘other animals’. The fol-
lowing chapters of this book undertake a critical arts-based performance 
analysis, paired with cultural critique, to examine how this narrative plays 
out in specific engagements with animals and other humans in cultural and 
artistic performances.
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Performance Histories
The Mechanisms of Human  
and Animal Dressage

Dressage does not disappear. It determines the majority of rhythms.1

This line from Henri Lefebvre’s last book, Rhythmanalysis, stresses that 
dressage is the underlying mechanism that determines all rhythms of eve-
ryday life. The Marxist philosopher notes that Western societies have imi-
tated Roman military dressage mechanisms to such an extent that they 
have become almost invisible in everyday life.2 The way in which human 
actors engage with one another, as well as with their rhythmically attuned 
domesticated animals, determines how they perform their societal dres-
sage; and this, in turn, shapes our understanding of societal dressage, and 
defines how humans and animals come to perform like dressaged animals.

Before I analyse how a selection of contemporary artistic performances 
has, from the late 1960s until the 2020s, critiqued culturally ingrained 
dressage mechanisms with or without animals, I make, what Walter Benja-
min calls, a ‘tiger leap’ back into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Therefore, I conceive of history and its time-specific events, following Wal-
ter Benjamin, as ‘the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, 
empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]’, and of 
the performance of human and human dressage as a timeless, yet histori-
cally embedded political practice.3

In this chapter, I historically theorise my concept of dressaged animal-
ity related to questions implicit in moral philosophy, which predates eco-
nomic theory.4 I contextualise the terms virtuous, virtuosic, and virtual 
to discuss how—back then predominantly male—human actors come to 
perform. This chapter outlines several historical turning points in the pre-
modern period to provide insights into the cultural institutionalisation of 
the political mechanisms of dressage by the early eighteenth-century. It 
comparatively analyses the, at that time, then progressive performance 
practices of the virtuous French military soldiers, who performed accord-
ing to the virtues for their country to retain their societal privilege, and 

2
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the kings’ horse-riding masters, who performed human–animal dressage 
according to their ‘romantic revolutionary’ ethics (to use Lefebvre’s term), 
inside the royal manège (riding hall), while producing a particular vir-
tuosic aesthetics that derives from military riding. I then relate both to 
the royal choreographer Jean-Jacques Noverre’s structural development of 
romantic ballet as a virtual dance aesthetics that took inspiration from the 
riding masters’ dressage training, which builds on the inherent movement 
qualities of the animals. While the soldiers’ performance practice trans-
formed from being a noble and virtuous royal service into an institutional-
ised, wage-labour profession, the semi-autonomous virtuous royal manège 
came to a halt by the French Revolution, and royal dance later became 
known as a romantic ballet when it was eventually fully institutionalised 
in the first half of the nineteenth-century.

Dressage Mechanisms

Despite the distinct political functions of the military, the manège, and 
dance in the French monarchy, all three corporeal performance practices 
underpin what Lefebvre refers to as the omnipresent ‘military model’; he 
notes that ‘societies are marked by the military model, preserve, and ex-
tend its rhythm through all phases of our temporality: Repetition pushed 
to the point of full automatisation and the memorisation of gestures’.5 
Conceiving of the military’s ‘dressage mechanism’ as the basis for artistic 
dressage performance practices, the French military and its two related 
performing art forms are not only distinct examples of performance forms, 
but they also shed light on France’s historical progressiveness and impe-
rial force in the early modern age. The names of these European dressage 
performance practices have been coined and continue to be globally used 
in the French language, just as the notion of dressage continues to exist in 
several languages in its French version.

Although I trace a particular timeframe in this chapter, it is not my 
intention to outline the performance histories or origins of l’art militaire, 
the manège, and chorégraphie. Instead, I am interested in exploring the en-
tanglement of the performers’ self-dressage with systematically practiced 
forms of societal dressage. As the dressage mechanisms of society depend 
on how human and animal performers conceive of and individually per-
form their ‘self-dressage’—comprising of the acceptance of societally pre-
defined, ideological performance practices, entangled with their embodied 
human and animal animalities’ needs—this chapter analyses the relation 
between corporeally performed cultures and politics. It outlines how hu-
mans’ actively performed self-dressage not only reproduces but can also 
critique dominant political and moral ideologies, if their subjective ethics 
are aesthetically performed.
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To underpin tensions operating between morally and ethically per-
formed agencies in regard to the three performance practices of the mili-
tary, manège, and dance, the chapter is framed with Theodor Adorno and 
Max Horkheimer’s Dialectics of Enlightenment, Adorno’s aesthetic theory 
and moral philosophy, and etymologically engages with the Anglo-French 
and Latin term virtus, denoting moral strength, high character, excellence, 
efficacy, and goodness. The functional, liberal militaristic, and revolution-
ary artistic royal performance practices resonate with what Benjamin re-
fers to as ‘rending politics aesthetic’ (die Ästhetisierung der Politik) and 
as ‘politicizing art’ (die Politisierung der Kunst).6 Focused on questioning 
where aesthetics, politics, and ethics intersect, I conceive of dressage as a 
political and aesthetic performance practice: Dressage depends on how 
the agents perform their subjective ethics, in relation to societally installed 
morals, which, in turn, shape their cultural identities. Over time, infra-
structurally installed dressage mechanisms developed simultaneously with 
the embodied animalities of human and animal actors, leading to the es-
tablishment of the specific, morally ingrained, societal performance forms 
of the modern mass military, Olympic dressage, and Romantic ballet.

The Encyclopédie and the French Enlightenment

Currently existing visual representations of these human and animal per-
formance practices provide insights into how their underlying dressage 
mechanisms have been historically shaped. I closely examine the engraved 
images of the manège, as printed in the riding manuals of the Kings’ riding 
masters, Antoine de Pluvinel and François Robichon de La Guernière, and 
which were also reproduced in Denis Diderot and Jean-Baptiste le Rond 
d’Alembert’s controversial Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et 
des métriers (published between 1751 and 1772). I compare these to the 
dictionary’s visual representations of the French military (l’art militaire) and 
of dance in the section (Choréographie ou l’Art d’Écrire la Danse).7 The 
Encyclopédie’s illustrations and Diderot’s specialised knowledge about the 
functions of the human body are also pertinent to my discussion of the de-
velopment and institutionalisation of dressage’s performance mechanisms.

The Encyclopédie was a collaborative project committed to gathering 
and disseminating national knowledge about existing labour practices, 
including craft workshops, the tools used, working spaces, and the ob-
jects that were produced. At first sight, the inclusion of these explicitly 
royal performance practices in the dictionary of the Enlightenment, aimed 
at revolutionising the socio-political order, might seem paradoxical. As 
Adorno and Max Horkeimer note, ‘the Enlightenment’s program was the 
disenchantment of the world. It wanted to dispel myths, to overthrow 
fantasy with knowledge’.8
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Predating the ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’ ethos of the French Revolu-
tion, the progressive thought of Diderot and his collaborators was rooted 
in similar liberal ideas, focused on technological and scientific factors, to 
generate societal progress. Their socio-political values were echoed by the 
practices of mercantile circles, landlords, social administrators, manu-
facturers, and entrepreneurs, included in the dictionary. Diderot and his 
collaborators’ ‘enlightened’ a fight against France’s ancien régime that co-
existed with the aristocracy’s fight against the monarchy given its state 
bankruptcy. Although the Enlightenment’s project was a ‘revolutionary 
ideology’, as Eric Hobsbawm notes, that intended ‘to set all human beings 
free’, in the end it merely led to the ‘emancipation of the middle ranks 
of society, the new, rational men of ability and merit rather than birth, 
and the social order which emerged from their activities would become a 
“bourgeois” and capitalist one’.9 As the Encyclopaedists intended to ex-
pose the labour mechanisms of the monarchic world order through their 
knowledge-gathering publication, which required and received the ap-
proval of the king’s state apparatus, the inclusion of royal militaristic and 
artistic human and animal dressage practices in the Encyclopédie contrib-
uted to providing a full picture of France’s pre-modern, two-class society.

VIRTUOUS: Militaristic Dressage in the L’Art Militaire

Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie features 54 abstract, copperplate 
illustrations of the French royal military virtuously exercising their well-
rehearsed battlefield dressage performances. The printed plates of l’art 
militaire are divided into the infantry ground exercises (l’exercice de 
l’infanterie, Figs. 2.1 and 2.2); weapons, the handling, encroachment on 
land (evolutions), fortification, and one image and entry is devoted to the 
visual representation of the encroachment of the cavalry (Fig. 2.3). While 
the king’s noble foot soldiers are represented as dots, as well as miniature 
figures exercising their close-order drills to illustrate their geometrical for-
mation, the mounted noble soldiers are solely depicted through the figures 
of their horses, viewed from above. The visual representations that replace 
the mounted soldiers with their horses cast the soldiers’ human agency 
completely aside and abstract the human figures of the French military 
troops. They give the impression that the aristocratic human soldiers, 
standing still in perfect order, operated merely as precisely aligned geo-
metrical corpora, serving the king.

While the movements of the human soldiers are functionally and ki-
naesthetically aligned to each other, the soldiers of the cavalry are simul-
taneously also physically, through touch, connected to their horses. Their 
repeated bodily dressage performance practice renders the muscles of 
the human and animal soldiers stronger, deepens their shared movement 
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Figure 2.1  Art Militaire, Evolutions, Plate 7, printed copperplate engraving, in: En-
cyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire Raisonné des sciences, des arts et des mé-
tiers, Diderot, D. and d’Alembert, J. (eds.), Paris, Vol. 7 of plates, 1796, 
Courtesy of the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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Figure 2.2  Art Militaire, Evolutions, Plate 14, printed copperplate engraving, in: 
Encyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire Raisonné des sciences, des arts et des mé-
tiers, Diderot, D. and d’Alembert, J. (eds.), Paris, Vol. 7 of plates, 1796, 
Courtesy of the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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Figure 2.3  Art Militaire, Evolutions, Cavalry, printed copperplate engraving, in: 
Encyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire Raisonné des sciences, des arts et des mé-
tiers, Diderot, D. and d’Alembert, J. (eds.), Paris, Vol. 7 of plates, 1796, 
Courtesy of the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago.

9781032574851_Ch02.indd   35 29/11/24   12:25 PM



36 Performance Histories

memory until the point of automatisation, and neatly attunes their corpo-
real rhythms. The depictions of the cavalry reinforce that soldier and horse 
become conflated in one unit, a singular entity in which one is inseparable 
from the other, and at the same time rhythmically synchronised to the 
other human–animal couples. The animals become attached to their rid-
ers, and the human soldiers affectively connect with the animals’ instinc-
tive and visceral behaviour as well as with their human co-performers. 
Over time, the soldiers’ human–animal dressage performances take on a 
naturalised form, as the dressage mechanisms render the differences be-
tween them invisible. A smooth dressage rhythm emerges through the re-
sponsive interactivity between the human–animal, as well as among the 
other aligned human soldiers.

To inscribe the corporeal performance practice of the military onto the 
bodies of its soldiers, a certain degree of docility, but also agency, is re-
quired. As Michel Foucault observes in his theory of early modern dis-
cipline, which he conceives of as a ‘technique of dressage’, docility and 
bodily predisposition set the stage for the bodies of the nobility to subject 
themselves to the national sovereign order.10 As the military’s enacted dres-
sage intentionally uses and transforms them, including the bodies of their 
horses, Foucault argues that dressaged soldiers ‘obey to whatever [they 
are] ordered to do’.11 He emphasises the total government of the sovereign 
power and stresses that power is forcefully ‘stamped onto the blind’ sol-
diers. In his early key work, Discipline and Punish, Foucault dismisses the 
question to what extent the soldiers’ performance of dressage relied on the 
willing enactment of their agencies.

Despite Foucault’s limited discussion of agency, his term ‘assujettisse-
ment’ addresses the crux that lies at the heart of how humans come to per-
form as subjects. Judith Butler stresses in her critique of Foucault’s take on 
subjectivity that becoming subject implies the entanglement of subjugation 
and subjectification.12 And Christoph Menke, bringing Michel Foucault’s 
concept of disciplinary power together with aesthetic theory, emphasises 
that a person can effectively ‘apply one’s own practice’ (Sich-Ausführen-
Können) because he or she has already become skilful and can perform 
movement repertoires and embodied techniques.13 Butler and Menke’s 
commentaries stress, in contrast to Foucault, the interdependence between 
one’s agency and submission. To become complicit with sovereign power 
implies therefore to apply one’s embodied techniques and thereby to real-
ise her or himself societally.

The socio-politics behind the royal military service of the noble French 
soldiers, illustrating the dialectic relationship between human agency 
and sovereign power, is underpinned by their virtuous attitude towards 
the monarch and their families. Etymologically, the noun virtue derives 
from the Latin root vir and denotes men’s societally admired character  
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traits, such as ‘physical strength, valorous conduct, moral strength, good-
ness, and courage’.14 Until the early eighteenth-century, the king’s military 
troops were comprised of members of the nobility, whose families had 
been in this position for four generations until the French Revolution. No-
blemen, performing collectively, aligned themselves to the French king, 
as Blaubfarb observes, to retain their family’s socio-political reputation 
and thereby performed their ‘national duty’.15 Most noble soldiers actively 
chose to re-perform their family’s class standing within the infrastructures 
of absolutism through self-dressage. And, if they had horses, they would 
join the cavalry.

Despite being able to make an individual decision on whether to join the 
army, ‘real bodies of military men’ are, in general terms, notes Halpern, 
largely perceived as an abstract representation of the nation.16 This is an idea 
that echoes in the illustrations in which the soldiers’ agencies were repre-
sented by universal dot notations and grouped together to military corpora. 
The reproducible medium of printed copperplate drawings in the dictionary 
of the Enlightenment reinforces that the human soldiers (re)produced and 
represented France’s nationalist war machine in an assembled and kinaes-
thetically attuned form. The soldiers’ virtuous practice of military dressage, 
which has its own aesthetics, is therefore inseparable from the absolutist 
political ideology and represents the ‘relation between the general and the 
particular’, and creates the idea of a societally accepted ‘moral good’.17

The virtuous militaristic dressage continued being practised until the 
aristocracy stopped voluntarily joining the king’s army. This was offset 
by the waxing deprivation of their political independence and also par-
tially sparked the revolutionary and enlightenment movement, initially an 
aristocratic fight for retaining political independence, responsibility, and 
privileges when the French state went bankrupt.18 Alongside these socio-
political infrastructural changes, the nobility had to buy commissions in 
the army by the second half of the eighteenth-century to keep their politi-
cal stakes, but their once ‘virtuous’ employment in the cavalry decreased.19 
It was a change that led to the professionalisation, and subsequent mod-
ernisation, of the army. In 1751, the Parisian École Royale Militaire was 
opened and connected to a network of other national military schools 
in the second-half of the eighteenth-century. It imposed militaristic dres-
sage on an institutional level and put into question who deserved royal 
privileges. Those wanting to join the officer corps still had to be of no-
ble descent, dating at least four generations back, and have the physical 
disposition needed for demanding militaristic dressage performances on 
battlefields.

Even fewer men wanted to join the French army after the aristocracy 
started to fight together with the middle-class against the monarch’s politi-
cal regime during the revolutionary events and when Napoleon had come 
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to power. By 1815, Napoleon—once a ‘modern’ military officer himself—
had started to allow people from lower ranks to participate in dressage 
training and military performances.20 This change resulted in a military 
bureaucracy, a proto-modern state, and reinforced competition between 
the nobles and the emerging middle-class (the new talent) who had just 
joined forces in the Enlightenment battle to take down the monarch’s ab-
solutist regime. Instead of performing and killing for the king and for the 
sake of performing virtuously, to keep their socio-political reputations, 
joining the military offered an opportunity to climb up the social ladder, 
for which effective performance was a prerequisite.

With the mobilisation of Napoleon’s new mass army, the traditional 
chivalric virtues, drives, and patriotic feelings of the nobility were replaced 
by salaried labour from lower social classes. Professionally trained and 
attuned masses of dressaged human and animal soldiers started to resem-
ble exportable French mass ornaments. The performance of Napoleon’s 
military generated its own mass aesthetics, rendering the virtuous dres-
sage mechanisms of the once solely noble soldiers almost quotidian. The 
inseparability of the mass movement aesthetics from the absolutist politi-
cal ideology of the sovereign demonstrates that military dressage feeds on 
collective consensus, because if one does not perform accordingly, the oth-
ers can also effectively fall out of line. Joseph Roach calls such a regime-
conform aesthetic practice, the ‘ideology of the aesthetic’.21 Napoleon’s 
sovereignty illustrates the shift from a once virtuously moral approach 
regarding engaged political military services to a modern profession.

Under his rule, the cavalry also took on unprecedented importance. He 
increased the number of cavalry regiments up to 50 per cent but then had 
to acquire non-French horses during the war due to a shortage.22 It was 
Napoleon’s multispecies dressaged corps d’armée, comprising the shared 
strength and speed of his human and horse soldiers, which propelled him 
at the cost of human and animal deaths, numbering in their millions, in 
the ensuing wars. Due to the geographic and imperial progressiveness of 
his human–animal army, Hegel referred to Napoleon as the ‘world-soul’ 
(Weltseele) on horseback. In the early nineteenth-century, the soldiers of 
his mass army (the Grande Armée) were later equipped with cuirass ar-
mour and firearms to make them more effective.

With the implementation of a professionalised mass army, the once 
aristocratic chivalry virtues, performed as societally valued behaviour, be-
came largely obsolete and replaced with the modern, submissively, and 
yet willingly performing, mass military. Similar dressage mechanisms are 
also in place in royal, artistic human, and animal performance practices. 
They connect human and animal needs, enacted as their subjective ethics, 
with what is societally considered morally good behaviour and engender 
humans and animals’ dressaged animalities.
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VIRTUOSIC: The ‘Revolutionary Romanticism’ of the Manège

Alongside the monarchic and self-serving ideologies implicit in the dres-
sage performances of French soldiers, in which horses were merely used as 
their material support, the riding teachers of the French kings performed 
a form of royal dressage, entangled with their subjective ‘self-dressage’. 
The Frenchman Antoine Pluvinel (1555–620), who served as royal rid-
ing master and manager of the royal stables to Louis XIII, reformed the 
militaristic way of riding according to his own subjective ethics, represent-
ing his individual understanding of the relation between human–animal 
dressage and animality, shaped within the existing societal structures. He 
foregrounded his aesthetic experience of dressage, refining the kinaesthetic 
quality of human-horse communication. Pluvinel’s dressage ethics oper-
ated therefore in contrast to the military soldiers’ morals.

The comparison between artistic and militaristic performances of so-
cietal dressage underpins Adorno’s sharp distinction between ethics and 
morals. ‘The concept of ethics contains’, he notes, ‘the idea that people 
should live in accordance with their own nature […] something of an anti-
dote to a morality that is forcibly imposed from outside’.23 With the found-
ing of the Académie d’Equitation in Paris, supported by Henri IV, the 
brother of King Louis XIII, a romantic, and yet a virtuosically practiced 
artistic form of human–animal dressage started to structurally develop in 
parallel to the cavalry’s virtuous dressage performance practice, following 
similar strictly and repeatedly practised conditioning methods.24 Implying 
skill, learning, and mechanical mastery of, what was back then referred 
to as fine art, virtuosity—as its etymology reminds us—generates ‘excep-
tional worth’.25 Pluvinel’s attempt to make animal dressage more ethically 
reasonable represents a ‘romantic revolutionary’ approach to the practice 
of dressage, performed together with their horses inside the royal Salle du 
manège, located in the centre of Paris.26

The trouble of performing one’s ethical attitude within an opposing po-
litical framework, as an aesthetic practice, resonates with Henri Lefebvre’s 
concept of ‘revolutionary romanticism’, which suggests that a romantic 
revolt incorporates an ‘integral humanism’ and opposes the actual ‘in the 
name of the possible’.27 Similarly to Lefebvre’s comment, Hilda Nelson 
notes of Pluvinel’s work that ‘it needed the humanist spirit to restore horse-
manship to an art form rather than just a form of war’ by transforming 
how human–animal dressage is practised.28 As Pluvinel’s artistic approach 
to dressage emerged from his ethical understanding of the performance of 
societal dressage, his manège can be regarded as predating the romantic 
art movement of the 1830s. His animal politics publicly performed an 
ethical attitude, rooted in respect for other human as well as animal be-
ings, and predated the social values of the Declaration of Rights of Man 
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and Citizens (Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen) that were 
legally installed in France in 1789, as the outcome of the revolutionary 
events. In late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century absolutist France, 
Pluvinel’s semi-autonomous artistic, human–animal dressage practice em-
bodied possibilities of enacting and performing human dressage in a less 
militaristic, discriminating, and more ethically acceptable manner within 
the dominant political regime.

Pluvinel’s ethical approach to dressage differs from the one of the Italian 
riding master Grisone, who taught and ran an internationally renowned 
riding school in Naples. Pluvinel underwent a six-year apprenticeship un-
der Grisone’s student, Giambattista Pignatelli, the manager of the riding 
academy. Grisone started to transform the military’s warfare riding into 
an art form and constructed a dressage system for animal training.29 The 
purpose of practising human–animal dressage as an art form was, as Elisa-
beth M. Tobey points out, to increase the social standing and respect of 
the noble riders at the Renaissance Court by externalising inner virtues.30 
In France, Pluvinel also taught the king and the French male nobility—for 
whom the manège became a part of an essential ‘humanist education’ that 
also included fencing, dancing, and working with weapons—in order to 
create a new, more effectively applied aristocracy.31 In contrast to Grisone’s 
dressage system, Pluvinel’s training system placed a heavy emphasis on the 
humane treatment of animals, one that decried the use of sharp and ex-
tensively ornamental decorated bits and the application of harsh punish-
ment.32 His privileged social position enabled him to widely promote his 
practice of human and horse dressage among the French aristocracy.

Pluvinel’s soft dressage methods recall the humanist ideals from Greek 
antiquity and the work of Xenophon, a Greek soldier-philosopher. Xen-
ophon, like Pluvinel, emphasised that the training process of dressage 
should apply moderate force and rewards in the practice of dressage. In 
Xenophon’s manual, The Art of Horsemanship (c. 350BC), the practice of 
dressage starts with the selection process of finding emotionally suitable 
horses for the practice of riding, including ‘the art of warfare’, and draws 
attention to treating horses with respect to their species requirement.33 
Similar to Xenophon, Pluvinel’s manual, Le Maneige Royal (1623), was 
also highly critical of cruelly ‘breaking-in’ horses to transform them into 
submissive riding horses. Referring back to his predecessor the Athenian 
rider, Simon, Xenophon writes that a horse should not literally be ‘broken’ 
through dressage because:

what a horse does under compulsion […] is done without understand-
ing; and there is no beauty in it either, any more than if one should 
whip and spur a dancer. There would be a great deal more ungraceful-
ness than beauty in either a horse or a man that was so treated.34

9781032574851_Ch02.indd   40 29/11/24   12:25 PM



Performance Histories 41

Xenophon stresses here that, once horses have lost their interest and 
joy in working with humans, they are not of use anymore for the physi-
cally expressive and challenging artistic practice of the dressage. ‘Beauty’ 
operates for Xenophon, as for Pluvinel, as an indicator of the animal’s 
expressively performed dressage. Given that what is perceived as beautiful 
is a subjective judgement, and, in light of Pluvinel’s emphasis on the man-
ner in which human–animal dressage is practiced, his preoccupation with 
ethics visualised as an aesthetic form becomes apparent. Pluvinel notes a 
horse should be trained with ‘patience, gentleness’ and ‘worked with the 
brain’, so that human–animal dressage is represented by ‘a handsome man 
on horseback’.35 Pluvinel’s approach towards dressage merges his ethical 
attitude towards animal dressage with how horses perform themselves aes-
thetically, under human guidance, and makes it impossible to distinguish 
between what is human and what is animal, what is forcefully and what is 
consensually performed by the couple.

Despite serving King Louis XIII, Pluvinel’s dressage manual, which 
bears the ambiguous title The Royal Manège (manège derives from the 
Italian verb manneggiare, meaning ‘to use, deal and manage’), outlines an 
ethical approach to the treatment of horses and provided the royal manège 
with its artistic human–animal dressage form. Although the monarchy 
supported Pluvinel’s approach, the king also critiqued the ideology of the 
work of his écuyer (this French word was used to denote the riding master 
of the king, who was also the manager of the royal manège). Louis XIII 
conceived of Pluvinel’s performance practice, especially its Haute École, as 
being too virtuosic and not useful enough for war, although the dressage 
practices of the cavalry and the manège are both grounded in the same 
dressage mechanisms, a combination of militaristic discipline and aesthetic 
sensitivity.36

The king’s critique of the usefulness of artistic human–animal dressage 
stresses that Pluvinel’s attitude towards dressage was partly opposed to the 
absolutist ideology of the ancien régime. As Pluvinel resisted giving in fully 
to the absolutist politics of the king, his ethically informed artistic human-
animal dressage is both a ‘romantic revolutionary’ and a nationalistic, 
humanist performance practice. It includes an integral humanism that is 
built upon an inhumane domination enacted over animals because animal 
dressage renders untrained horses into riding horses, which gives human-
animal dressage its hierarchical aesthetic form. As riders sit vertically on 
the top of their horses, animal dressage, like the more or less voluntarily 
performed military practices, also implies human domination.

Although Pluvinel’s romantic revolutionary attitude towards his ser-
vice for the French monarch, performed with animals, was self-reflexive 
and did not set out to force his animals to perform with him, his ma-
nège remained encapsulated within the stone halls of the king’s Salle du 
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manège, located next to the royal palace at the Jardin des Tuileries. Plu-
vinel’s human–animal dressage exemplifies: Like the soldiers submissively 
but actively performing their political agency, the performance practice of 
dressage is rooted in the tensions operating between socially prescribed 
performance forms and their individual ethics. Dressage is, therefore, en-
acted through the application of one’s embodied human or animal animal-
ity. The following section analyses the dialectical entanglement between 
societal dressage and embodied animality in more detail. It engages with 
Adorno’s aesthetic theory, focused on concepts of natural and art beauty, 
and examines François Robichon de La Guérinière’s dressage system.

The Aesthetics of Dressaged Animality: ‘A Feeling for Nature’

The last French royal riding master after Pluvinel’s death, François Robi-
chon de La Guérinière (1688–751), added the final gymnastic body exer-
cise ‘shoulder-in’ to the movement repertoire of human–animal dressage. 
It is still in use today and became incorporated in the modern, Olympic 
discipline of equestrian dressage in the early twentieth-century. Dressage 
training renders animals, like human bodies, subtler and more flexible 
through particular exercises as they bend, straighten, and collect particu-
lar body parts thereby increasing their physical expressiveness and render 
their movements more virtuosic. The horse, with its limited agency, plays 
an active role in the operations of human–animal dressage, because, with-
out it, there would be no form of human-horse dressage.

The dressage training of horses develops from the animals’ physical ca-
pabilities and ‘natural beauty’, to use Adorno’s term, and artificially recre-
ates them with the aim of improving, or put differently, increasing it. This 
transformation is, Alexander Baumgarten notes in the mid-eighteenth-
century, the aim of what he calls aesthetics: ‘the perfection of sensible 
cognition as such, that is, beauty, while its imperfection as such, that is, 
ugliness, is to be avoided’.37 With the development of aesthetic theory at 
about the same time, the aesthetic practice of human–animal dressage can 
be regarded as a progressive, societal performance practice, like the mili-
tary, that feeds on the embodied nature of its performers, deriving from 
their animality, and generates ‘the aesthetics of dressaged animality’.

The copperplate prints of de La Guérinière’s manual, L’École de la 
Cavalerie (The School of Horsemanship, 1733), illustrate this transforma-
tion from natural beauty into artistic beauty through artificially generated 
dressage mechanisms that condition the animals to execute specific move-
ments at given orders. His engraver, Charles Parrocel, divided the dressage 
movements performed by stallions into Des Allures Naturelles (Fig. 2.4), 
the basic gaits, and Des Allures Artificielles (Fig. 2.5), comprising of the 
most virtuosic jumps and lifts of legs movements in equestrian dressage’s 
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Figure 2.4  Manège uni à gauche et le Galop faux à gauche, from Allures Na-
turelles, Planche IV., printed copperplate engraving, in: Encyclopédie, 
ou, Dictionnaire Raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, Diderot, 
D. and d’Alembert, J. (eds.), Paris, Vol. 7 of plates, 1796, Courtesy of 
the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago, Courtesy of 
the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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Figure 2.5  Manège: La Capriole, Lecon du piafer dans les piliers’, from Allures 
Artificielles, Planche XII., printed copperplate engraving, in: Encyclo-
pédie, ou, Dictionnaire Raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 
Diderot, D. and d’Alembert, J. (eds.), Paris, Vol. 7 of plates, 1796, 
Courtesy of the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago, 
Courtesy of the ARTFL Encyclopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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Haute École (high school). Given the national standing of de La Guérin-
ière’s human–animal dressage system, these plates were also reproduced in 
the entry of the manège in the Encyclopédie, to represent the most progres-
sive human-horse dressage techniques at that time. Like the Encyclopédie, 
the riding manual and its illustrations provide precise instructions for the 
execution of particular dressage exercises, so that the images can also be 
reversed into actual practices.

The lower image in one of the plates of Des Allures Naturelles (Fig. 2.4) 
depicts a movement performed by a horse without a rider, in a moment 
of suspension: The horse is shown at a moment of standstill in the fore-
ground of an orderly Baroque French landscape, in a noble pose. His front 
legs are up in the air and the body weight is put on the hind legs. The 
plate’s description says that the horse is galloping ‘faux à gauche’ (wrong 
on the left) because the legs on the left and right side of its body move 
diagonally. The ‘right’ way to canter, as the image above shows, would 
be a unilateral positioning of the legs. Depicting the horse without a hu-
man rider creates the illusion that the horse was freed from any direct 
order or function. The small depiction of a mounted rider-human couple 
in the back, galloping away, reminds us, however, that the human figure 
is not completely absent in the image, although it turns its back on the 
apparently freely moving horse.38 The image of the unmounted, naturally 
but ‘wrongly’ moving horse, is also depicted in suspension. It shows an 
ephemeral moment in which the animal’s ‘natural beauty’ mediates what 
the human conceives of as beautiful.

As Adorno remarks in his Aesthetic Theory, spotting beauty in ‘nature’ 
indicates that humans have ‘a feeling for nature’ and brings their gaze 
to a standstill. ‘Natural beauty is suspended history’, he writes, and cre-
ates a ‘moment of becoming at a standstill’.39 The ‘feeling for nature’ to 
which Adorno draws our attention resonates with Benjamin’s comment 
that ‘history decomposes into images’, which in turn capture moments 
and movements of the past ‘at a standstill’.40 The relation between socially 
constructed history is, as their commentaries remind us, reflected in the in-
terdependence between a still image, depicting a movement, and an actual 
performed movement.

The above image of Fig. 2.4 demonstrates that the so-called ‘art of rid-
ing’ departs from what the human perceives as the horse’s ‘natural beauty’. 
The illustration shows the same horse galloping ‘uni à gauche’ (in unison), 
placing both left legs to the front simultaneously, with the rider sitting 
upright in a vertical line on the correctly cantering horse. The dressaged 
human– animal couple then embodies both natural and artificially produced 
beauty. The rider first senses and affirms the natural beauty of a horse’s 
movements and then paradoxically negates them, time and again, by train-
ing the horse to do it better in the desire to improve the animal through the  
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anthropocentric, repetitive, and collaborative training process. Negating 
something results, as Gilles Deleuze notes, from its conscious affirmation.41 
The dialectics between affirmation and negation, that Deleuze addresses, 
are generated by the difference between affirmation and negation. Human-
animal dressage is spurred by the differences between the animal and the 
human, and between their naturally and artificially produced movements. 
Offset by species differences, human–animal dressage transforms the horse, 
and the rider, into a living ‘work of art’, a physically expressive dressage 
horse-human.42 This reduces the anthropological differences between the 
species beings as they are both dressaged but also feed on, and combine, 
their specific human and animal characteristics in that very performance 
practice. The repetitions required in dressage to condition animals attune 
horses to humans, and vice versa, and make them both the subject and 
object of dressage.

In the other image, belonging to the section on Des Allures Artificielles 
(Fig. 2.5), animal trainers are depicted both on top of horses as well as 
standing next to them on the ground. In the image on the bottom of 
Fig. 2.5, two men stand next to a horse-human couple placed in between 
two pillars. One holds a whip in his hand to make sure that the pair per-
forms the piaffe (trot on the spot) correctly and expressively. The ‘artifi-
cial’ rendering of the horse’s movements takes place inside the enclosed 
stone hall of the Royal Salle du manège before the horse can perform 
the dressage movements outdoors with its rider. First, they have to learn 
how to perform the various dressage exercises, and then the horse-human 
couple embodies the learned dressage movement and can also perform 
it inside a natural environment. This image juxtaposition illustrates how 
a trained horse-human couple performs its corporeally attuned dressage 
and animality. Their bodily entanglement of natural and societally learned 
rhythms demonstrates that a horse performs its ‘second nature’, within 
man-made interiors and outdoor landscapes. Dressage training plays an 
important role in this artificial transformation process and produces, what 
I call, the ‘dressaged animalities’ of humans and animals.

In his equestrian manual, de La Guérinière notes that ‘rather than go-
ing against nature, [theory] must serve to perfect it with the aid of art’.43 
Kant’s aesthetic philosophy (Critique of Judgement, 1790), which propa-
gates the mental construction of an autonomous and systematic ‘work of 
art’ in dialogue with ‘nature’, was published approximately sixty years 
after de La Guérinière’s riding manual (1733), which draws attention to 
the dialectical constellation of art and nature. Jean-Jacques Rousseau also 
elaborated on the link between nature and art. In his treatise On Educa-
tion (1762) he outlines his radical account of the education of human’s 
‘good nature’, which should help transform a person into a citizen who is 
resistant to corruption. Here Rousseau observes that the faculty to perfect 
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oneself (he uses the term perfectibilité) emerges from a ‘state of nature’ 
and brings forth ‘socialised nature’.44 Or, as Diderot points out in his En-
cyclopédie entry on ‘Beauty’ (Beau), a horse only becomes the medium of 
human dressage because the human finds its ‘natural form’ pleasing.45

The human pleasure of seeing and making things, paired with the hu-
man faculty of self-reflexion, is particularly underpinned by Rousseau’s 
concept of ‘perfectibilité’. Let me briefly illustrate this in regard to bodily 
animality and the practice of human–animal dressage. In nature, a horse 
performs its animality instinctively, functionally, as well as playfully. The 
animal’s performance defines her or his (socio-political) rank and role in 
the (human and/or animal) herd. Under the guidance of humans, who 
teach it particular things, a horse becomes dressaged as the result of its 
affectively responsive engagements and effective communication with hu-
mans. The issue with trying to perfect the animal’s ‘the state of nature’ is 
that the practice of dressage never reaches an ultimate perfect performance 
state. It can only become over-aesthetisised, through artificial manipula-
tion, when pushed to an extreme physical expression. This explains why 
the still-developing practice of the manège in the pre-modern age has re-
sulted in the modern Olympic discipline of equestrian dressage in 1912 
and in its contemporary over-aestheticised, machine-like movement form, 
which has developed hand in hand with selective breeding.

While Rousseau and Diderot’s concepts of beauty are linked to and 
derive from nature, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s early nineteenth-
century scientific approach to aesthetics and art sheds more light onto the 
role the human and its conceptual understanding plays in terms of how 
human and animal dressage is practiced. Hegel emphasises the connec-
tion between the role of the human spirit (der Geist) and the beauty of art 
(das Kunstschöne), proposes that ‘the beauty of art is higher than nature’, 
with the latter being ‘born out of the spirit’, and brings forth a universal 
idea of ‘artistic beauty’.46 Hegel defines nature as spirit in its otherness 
and contrasts spirit with nature. According to his conceptual approach to 
art beauty, Hegel conceives of natural beauty as being preaesthetic (un-
defined) as it is not generated by the human spirit. Hegel’s approach to 
aesthetics focuses therefore solely on human agency.

Adorno later remarks in his critical study of aesthetics that Hegel’s ap-
proach to aesthetics is primarily concerned with how the spirit creates 
‘art beauty’. Adorno’s approach to aesthetics is reminiscent of Kant’s as 
he also stresses that ‘natural beauty’ operates in a dialectic interdepend-
ence with ‘art beauty’, and counters therefore Hegels remark that: ‘natural 
beauty gains legitimacy only by its decline, in such a way that its deficiency 
becomes the raison d’être of art beauty’.47 As art and natural beauty can 
neither exist without the other, nor can they be separately conceptually 
defined and consciously perceived, which Adorno reinforces, a naturally 
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moving horse can be both, a work of art, when trained to move in particu-
lar ways, as well as an animal who naturally moves aesthetically, without 
being trained.

In a similar vein to how Adorno conceives of natural and art beauty, 
the concept of the human is, likewise, dialectically defined with animal-
ity. While we can speak of particular animals being dressaged, we can 
only engage with a humanist construction of the animal. As the appli-
cation of bodily animality and the form of dressage are both dependent 
on the animal and the human, the anthropocentric practice of dressage 
connects—like animality—humans and animals. Dressage transforms the 
animal’s organic nature into art, an artificially produced aesthetic form, 
through the human’s intentional physical and intellectual (geistig) stimu-
lation. Although dressage subjugates dressage-able animals to a certain 
degree, given the systematic constellation in which domesticated horses 
are embedded, it also develops simultaneously with them.

To summarise, the pre-modern artistic practice of human–animal dres-
sage, that I have mapped in this section, hinges in between what can be 
considered natural and art beauty, dressage, and animality. It derives 
from an interactive mental and physical engagement with the ‘other’ 
actively (re)acting animal. Although it is the human who engenders the 
systemic practice of animal dressage, it derives from and depends on the 
natural physical condition—the embodied human and animal nature, their 
animality— of the going to be dressaged human and animal performers. 
As the focus on the animals’ animalities shifts entirely to humans and to 
their human animalities when horses are absent from the cross-species per-
formance practice of dressage, the last section of this chapter moves from 
human–animal dressage back to human dressage. It focuses on humans’ 
artistic self-dressage, and critiques the national instrumentalisation of 
their embodied animal natures.

VIRTUAL: Choreographing Human Animality as Ballet en Action

In the middle of the eighteenth-century, the royal ballet choreographer, 
Jean-Georges Noverre, who initially aimed for a military career, notices 
similarities between the dressage training of horses and humans. In his 
fifth letter on dance, published as Les Lettres sur la danse et le ballet with 
the approval of the king, Noverre refers to the work of the king’s riding 
and stable master Claude Bourgelat.48 He observes that the director of the 
Académie d’équitation in Lyon does not merely train horses but that he 
had studied the anatomy, nerves, behaviour, and character of horses so 
precisely that his training only demanded that what the animals should do 
is in their ‘nature’, which means that they find the exercises easy, giving 
them no reason to disobey.49
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Inspired by Bourgelat’s approach to dressage, Noverre points out in the 
next letter that nature does not produce ‘models of perfection’ and that 
this requires one to ‘possess the art of correcting them, of presenting them 
in a pleasing light, at an appropriate moment’ to make it ‘really beautiful’, 
without ruining them.50 The choreographer’s firm belief in the human’s 
need and skill to perfect nature was the common conception of the relation 
between art and nature at that time. When Noverre became employed as 
maître des ballets at the Opéra National de Paris in 1776 by Marie Antoi-
nette, after serving at a theatre in Lyon as a choreographer and in other 
European countries, he vehemently critiqued the characterless, ornamental 
form of dance that staged performers as abstractly presented hieroglyphs. 
This led him to foreground characters, pantomimic expression, and emo-
tions in his choreographic work, and to do away with dance’s symbolically 
charged gestures and use of masks.51

Noverre’s knowledge of animal dressage shaped his reformist and subse-
quently institutionalised approach to dance, the courtly dance form, which 
became internationally known as ballet en action—a form of stage dance 
that advocates naturally expressive pantomime techniques over spectacu-
lar, gestural, fancy-dress dance performances. ‘Action’ in dance is, Noverre 
stresses in another letter, ‘simply pantomime’: Everything in the dancer 
‘must depict, everything must speak; each gesture, each attitude, each port 
de bras must possess a different expression’; pantomime, he notes, ‘follows 
nature in all her manifold shades’.52 His naturalistic approach to human 
dressage, performed as dance, is best described by the term virtual, which 
initially denoted, dating back to the Latin root vir, meaning potency, effi-
cacy, and to its fourteenth-century use ‘the influence of physical virtues or 
capabilities, effective with respect to inherent natural qualities’.53

Noverre’s work strongly resonates with Bourgelat’s understanding of 
breaking-in and training horses. In equestrian terminology, breaking-in 
an animal means to prepare dressage-able (dressierbare) horses and hu-
mans, and to make them fit for their collaboratively performed, societal 
dressage. The training process that turns them into dressaged and labour-
ing species beings implies that they, then, also start to embody a societal 
use-value. Derived from the early fourteenth-century French verb dresser, 
dressage, initially, not only related to animal training, but also to human 
practices, and was also used to denote acts of preparing and setting up.54 
As the preparation process is part of, and determines, the aesthetic form of 
humans’ and animals’ dressage, performers appropriate particular bodily 
techniques.

Marcel Mauss refers to such training systems as the ‘norms of hu-
man training [du dressage humain]’ in his essay Techniques of the Body 
(1936).55 Selected movements are repetitively practised and become ha-
bitualised through repetition. In this process, muscle memory develops, 
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and, over time, learned movements are acted out as naturalised behav-
iours in both humans and animals. This means that their dressage training 
has been incorporated into their embodied rhythm, similar to militaristic 
dressage. The repetitive and progressive dressage training of humans and 
animals as art establishes specifically embodied and automated dressage 
mechanisms. Habits are created through their societal conditioning, and 
performance systems develop.

Dressage techniques adapt, change, and advance alongside the continu-
ously optimising scientific techniques and technologies of society, including 
the educative cultural practices and economic infrastructure, and blur the 
line between what feels easy for the human or animal to do, and what is 
culturally reinforced onto them. With the body being socially conditioned 
but also humans’ and animals’ first tool (first technical object), humans train 
themselves, as well as their animals. This practice and performance of their 
dressage change their behaviours and species attunement. The application 
of such bodily dressage techniques underpins the practice of choreographic 
dance and human-horse dressage systems and follows, as Lefebvre critically 
notes, in his theory of dressage, their own ‘rhythms’ which are taught and 
retaught by both ‘dancers and tamers [dresseurs]’.56 Societally performed 
movements are therefore not ‘natural’ but represent an idealised and hu-
manist concept of what humans consider to be ‘natural’.

The interrelated dressage practices of the military, dance, and horse-
riding that developed until the end of the eighteenth-century illustrate 
Mauss and Lefebvre’s twentieth-century theories of dressage, and resonate 
with the work of mathematicians and physicists, who explored similari-
ties between bodily and natural laws. Dating back to the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, Galileo and Newton’s scientific, mathematically de-
rived worldviews showed that the physical processes of the body and the 
universal natural law (physics) operated according to similar principles. 
This led to the simultaneous use of the words ‘mechanical’ and ‘natural’ 
until the end of the Cartesian paradigm.57 Other early modern scientists 
studied human and animal anatomy comparatively to find out more about 
the development and corporeal inscription of bodily techniques. Predating 
Mauss’s anthropological and Lefebvre’s philosophical theories of dressage, 
Diderot notes in the second half of the eighteenth-century, in Eléments de 
physiologie, an unfinished text that predates his Paradox of Acting, how 
systematic dressage system develop:

If by repeating the same actions, you have acquired a facility in per-
forming them, you will have become habituated. […] one wants to 
do easily what one does often in both mind and body. […] It is not 
the result of the sudden feeling of what he is saying, but the result of 
lengthy preparation; it is habituation.58
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Diderot points here towards the troubles of human habituation, and 
argues that it leaves no room for intuitive and affective feelings. This com-
ment explains why intuitively acting animals play an important role in 
Diderot’s analysis. He notes that the animal is embodied in the human 
and responsible for artistic and feeling-based performances of their mus-
cles. It is ‘animal spirits’, he suggests, that trigger human nerves and gen-
erate a performer’s ‘naturally’ appearing and yet previously habituated 
movements.59 Although Diderot does not refer here to real animals but 
speaks in metaphors, he recalls the biological likeness between mammals 
and humans—the animal within the human—to explain how feelings and 
intuition are performed. The sensuously acting animal, embodied by the 
human, makes, if we follow Diderot, a rationally but sensuously executed 
performance of dressage possible.

The scientific understanding and production of structural training and 
performance models, including the relationship between movement and 
emotion, became particularly visible in the transformation of dance in 
the eighteenth-century.60 Noverre’s work was born out of the shift from 
court ballet (ballet du court), a metaphor for ‘social interaction’, as Mark 
Franko points out, to Louis XIV’s institutionalisation of dance training at 
the Academie Royale de Danse in 1661, which allowed dance choreog-
raphers to focus on the development of dance techniques and movement 
vocabularies, and consequently produced a national dance form.61

When Louis XIV opened the Académie in Paris, the world’s first cul-
tural institution for ballet, he declared it to be a distinct academic art disci-
pline and employed male ballet masters to train, at first only male, dancers 
and started to offer dance performances within a proscenium stage setup.62 
Alongside the transformation of courtly dance into ballet and its institu-
tional establishment as an imperially presented cultural performance sys-
tem, the king gave up on his own dance practice. Before—dating back to 
Louis XIII, who also made Pluvinel his royal écuyer—it was the French 
kings who choreographed dances and performed in them. Prior to its insti-
tutionalisation, dance had played such an important, semi-private socio-
political function that Louis XIV’s nickname Sun King derived from his 
role in the first choreographed Baroque Ballet de la Nuit (1653), in which 
he played the rising sun, wearing an extravagant costume and dancing 
shoes with heels that exaggerated his height.63 Fuelled by the determina-
tion of Louis XIV’s dancing career and dance’s cultural institutionalisa-
tion, ballet started to serve as a medium that was increasingly used to 
implement cultural control over the aristocracy, who watched the perfor-
mances, as well as over the people who worked for the French monarchy 
within the dance institutions.

As early modern dance (ballet en action) is a corporeally performed art 
form that shows off abstract bodily movements, and was, at that time, still 
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without romantic balletic narratives, the medium of dance proved to be 
extremely suitable to disguise the ideological and national objectives of 
the French monarchy’s institutionalised art form. In the Encyclopédie, bal-
let is abstractly presented, like the dressage performance practices of the 
military. In contrast to the latter, danse was illustrated only by two plates, 
entitled Choréographie ou l’Art d’Écrire la Danse (Figs. 2.6 and 2.7). The 
plates depict single movements as music note-like notations, geometrically 
curved lines, loosely arranged to a choreographic sequence. The abstract 
illustrations neither provide a spatial nor figurative idea of what the dance 
movement looked like nor make it possible to visualise the movements 
of dancers. Only the French name attributed to the movements, seen un-
derneath the dance notations, such as glissade (gliding) or plié (bending), 
provide some idea of what kind of movement a particular symbol implies 
alongside its inserted title. Fig. 2.7 further illustrates that dance’s abstract 
notation derives from its historical dependency on music ‘onto which it 
floated’.

As part of the public debate about whether dance was an autonomous 
art form, alongside music, painting, sculpture, and drawing, Noverre cri-
tiqued the established form of dance notation and noted that it tells very 
little about dance and the technical component. In his 13th letter on dance, 
Noverre stresses that the illustrations of dance in the Encyclopédie looked 
like ‘algebra’ symbols and that they did not contribute much to an under-
standing of dance.64 His issue with the text entry to dance was that it was 
written by the historian, de Cahusac, instead of by an actively practising 
choreographer.65 His claim was based on the observation that Bourgelat, 
the royal écuyer in Lyon, wrote himself a precise entry to the manège in the 
Encyclopédie from a practical and theoretical point of view. Resonating 
with Bourgelat’s naturalistic approach to physical training, Noverre’s cho-
reographic dance practice posed a challenge to high Baroque dance styles. 
Although Noverre criticised the Encyclopédie’s text entry and the way in 
which abstract illustrations were not as insightful as other figurative en-
tries, their figureless representations in the Encyclopédie nonetheless led to 
their international cultural institutionalisation.

As dance professionals also travelled and watched each other’s work be-
ing performed live, they learned to speak and practise the same movement-
based language of dance. Across Europe, they started to apply Noverre’s 
training and performance methods, which added to the professionalisa-
tion and institutionalisation of dancers, and similarly to the riding horses, 
turning them into virtually performing dressaged animals, who willingly 
laboured within, and simultaneously shaped, the societal structures of 
France’s national dance form. This was precisely what Noverre feared. In 
his last letter, written before the French Revolution events ended his royal 
services, he warned that choreography leads to the instrumentalisation 
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Figure 2.6  Chorégraphie, ou l’Art d’Écrire la Danse, in: Recueil de planches, sur 
les sciences, les arts liberaux, et les arts mechaniques, aves leur explica-
tion, Vol. 3 of illustration, Paris, 1763, Courtesy of the ARTFL Ency-
clopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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Figure 2.7  Chorégraphie, ou l’Art d’Écrire la Danse, in: Recueil de planches, sur 
les sciences, les arts liberaux, et les arts mechaniques, aves leur explica-
tion, Vol. 3 of illustration, Paris, 1763, Courtesy of the ARTFL Ency-
clopédie Project, University of Chicago.
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of dancers’ physical expression, and produces a virtually operating ‘ma-
chine’, which exploits the wilfully self-dressaged performers.66

Noverre, who himself contributed to the transformation from royal 
dance into opera ballet through his reforms, before the revolution, self-
critically posed the rhetorical question: ‘What is ballet but a more or less 
complicated piece of machinery?’67 Of course, he was talking about a met-
aphorical machine, a virtual dressage machine, that shows off the physi-
cally demanding self-dressage of the dancers in the name of the French 
nation, feeding on their bodily animal capabilities.

Conclusion: Artistic Pre-Modernism and the Illusion of Autonomy

In contrast to the virtuously performing military soldiers, the manège and 
dance operated in part aligned to the radical enlightenment values, reso-
nating with the Encyclopédie project. The accumulation of knowledge in 
Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie attempted to counter absolutist 
political values, which morally expected the submissive execution of royal 
political orders and the satisfaction of its taste for perfectly aligned, and 
apparently tensionless, beautifully performed cultural aesthetics. The en-
lightenment itself stands, as Adorno and Horkheimer point out in Dialec-
tic of Enlightenment, ‘in the same relationship to things as the dictator to 
human beings’.68 While Noverre, de La Guernière, and Pluvinel’s aesthetic 
approach to human and animal dressage countered the absolutist ideology 
of the monarchy, which aimed at applying their work as a means to an end 
to increase their international esteem and culturally enacted power, the 
noble and later professional soldiers were complicit with it.

It is a bitter irony that the French Revolution brought the aesthetic 
practice of dance and horse riding to an end. With the outbreaks of early 
revolution in France, the performance practice of the manège was brought 
to a radical standstill. The Royal Riding Academy was taken over by the 
National Constituent Assembly and served as a meeting location from 
1789 until 1793. The riding academy, a place where the elite youth used 
to learn how to ride and dance, as the Encyclopédie notes, was taken 
over by the French people to disband the power of the monarch. This led 
to the temporary abolishment of the French monarchy on 21 September 
1792, followed by the introduction of the first constitution and later the 
counter-revolution. The famous statue of Louis XIV, who erected the ma-
nège building, made out of a single block of Carrara marble by Bernini 
and some of his students, was damaged on the grounds of the Chateau de 
Versailles.

The year before Napoleon came to power, the Salle du Manège was 
dismantled, and Noverre’s dance work, housed at the royal opera house, 
was not resumed. During Napoleon’s reign, only well-dressaged human 
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and animal soldiers were required for his mass army. The French military 
started to serve as the real armed forces in nineteenth-century France. His 
military troops pressed forward to extend France’s imperialist power over 
Europe and its South. ‘Napoleon the tactician’, Joseph Roach points out, 
knew something about ‘moving highly disciplined bodies through space 
in proper time’; and his ‘interest in the perfection of balletic routines’ 
was corporeally represented through what Napoleon referred to as corps 
d’armée.69 With such dressage mechanisms institutionally in place, which 
were said to derive from humans’ and animals’ natural capabilities and 
movements, Noverre’s early romantic approach to dance transformed into 
romantic ballet and the manège only started being practiced outside of the 
centre of Paris in Napoleon’s French Empire after the Napoleonic wars in 
the early nineteenth-century.

Despite the amended political functions of these performance practices 
in the early nineteenth-century, their shared dressage mechanism, rooted 
combination of subjective ethics and societal subjection, continued to 
operate. As this chapter has outlined, the noble soldiers, the riding and 
dance masters in the kings’ absolutist ancien regime performed their so-
cietal dressage submissively, so that they could realise themselves socio-
politically through their self-dressage. The dialectics operating between 
the acceptance of societal dressage and self-suppression, and the effective 
performance of one’s natural animality paired with self-dressage, laid the 
fire of the Enlightenment. Self-dressage, which enables self-preservation, 
offers an alternative to feeling fully controlled in the political system. ‘Hu-
man beings have always had to choose’, Adorno and Horkheimer argue, 
‘between their subjugation to nature and its subjugation to the self’.70

Put into this light, it becomes obvious that the national performance 
practices and developments of the early modern royal military, dance, and 
the manège, describe the tensions that operate between societal realisation, 
through self-dressage, and the attempted resistance against becoming to-
tally subsumed by an absolutist, or put into more twentieth-century words, 
totalitarian ideology that non-royal performances sharply critiqued.71 
Spring-boarding from the performers’ financial and political necessity and 
decision to apply themselves within the societal framework, this chapter 
has comparatively outlined how the dressaged and virtuously performing 
military corps operated, like the people enacting their artistic dressage, as 
powerful cultural devices that, in the end, propagated the power of the 
French nation and led to France’s transformation into an Empire. The co-
opting of their performed agencies, through their national representations, 
also resulted in the instrumentalisation of their minds. In this sense, the 
Enlightenment gave way to ‘the project of modernity’.72

The comparative theorising and historicising of the shared dressage 
mechanisms of three distinct Royal performance practices lays out what 
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Lefebvre calls particular ‘moments’ in history: Dance, the manège, and the 
military have been reproduced, through active decision-making and the 
enactment of particular actions, in the name of ‘the possible’.73 Their soci-
etally produced forms have been culturally inscribed onto bodies and na-
tional politics through their continuous practice, as well as into the (global) 
history through the preservation of their implied knowledge, visual, and 
text-based documentation. As dressage has been an actively performed 
practice, the conception with which societal dressage is approached mat-
ters. It is the ongoing entanglement of the past and the future that con-
tinues to shape our understanding and conception of it. As posthumanist 
Karen Barad notes, echoing Benjamin’s concept of history,

the past is not closed (it never was), but erasure (of all traces) is not 
what is at issue. The past is not present; the ‘past’ and the ‘future’ are 
iteratively reworked and enfolded through the world’s intra-activity.74

Considering that I have theorised the male-dominated dressage prac-
tices from the past in relation to its present and future formation, Rein-
hardt Koselleck’s work on the conceptual turn in the field of history is 
utmost relevant to mention in regards to my historical anchoring of dres-
sage mechanisms. It helps to situate dressage’s golden days in relation to 
its contemporary re-enactments, which are similar, but not the same. Ko-
selleck calls the time around 1800 a moment, encompassing the first fall of 
the French monarchy and the French Revolution, Sattelzeit, which literally 
means ‘the time of the saddle’.75 He uses it to denote a peak in history, a 
turning point, which dismantles a linear concept of history.

The eighteenth-century does not, however, only play a crucial role when 
analysing the development of dressage’s performance mechanisms, at a 
time when the political system of the French monarchy was overturned 
for the first time, but it is also extremely insightful for understanding the 
relation between aesthetic philosophy and the institutionalisation process 
of artistic practices. Kant’s philosophical separation of everyday aesthetic 
experiences from artistic practices has simultaneously given way to, as 
Kate Elswit notes, art’s idealist autonomous stance in society.76 With the 
increasing institutionalisation and distinction between everyday practices, 
social rituals, and artistic performances, the ‘ideology of the aesthetics’—
to use Joseph Roach’s term—emerged and became entangled with different 
kinds of dressage performance practices.77

Despite the altered political functions of the three performance prac-
tices of the military, the manège, and dance, the dressage methods ap-
plied in the twentieth and twenty-first-century capitalist system are 
similarly rooted in subjective ethics: They combine self-subjection and self- 
realisation. Anthropocentric societal and self-dressaged practices are still 
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in use in the political and economic infrastructures in which women have 
also, since the early twentieth-century, increasingly performed their socio-
economic dressage. At the heart of this chapter of the book lies, therefore, 
the question of how the histories of particular performance practices are 
represented. To describe in detail how dressage mechanisms have been de-
veloped and enacted, my close examination of three historically inscribed 
performance practices foregrounds that human agency is always actively 
performed.

The book now makes a ‘tigerleap’ forward, to use Walter Benjamin’s term 
again, to the late twentieth and early twenty-first-century to analyse the ways 
in which a selection of artists have critically dealt with, through their aes-
thetic work, the fact that humans still have to—like horses—perform their 
entangled societal and self-dressage in order to realise themselves as active 
performers in society. The following chapter focuses on Rose English, Kate 
Foley, Mike Kelley, and Yvonne Rainer’s horse dances. Although the dances 
of these contemporary artists allude to the historical relationship between 
human and animal dressage, their work supplements the dressage’s histori-
cally ingrained aesthetics with a critical one, rather than re-enacting it.

As real horses are absent in the artistic performances of Yvonne Rainer’s 
group dance Horses (1969), in English’s feminist, all-women group perfor-
mance Quadrille (1975), and in Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s pantomime 
Horse Dance (2004–05, 2009), the next chapter focuses on horse-less 
horse dances and their societal contexts. It explores the question: What 
do the historically inscribed cultural dressage mechanisms, which form the 
agencies of humans and dressage-able animals, tell us about the tensions 
between the performance of societal dressage and a critical approach to 
artistic self-dressage?
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The Critique of Dressage
Dancing Horses

To enter a society, a group or nationality is to accept values (that are taught), 
to learn a trade by following the right channels, but also to bend oneself (to 
be bent) to its ways. Which means to say: dressage. Humans break them-
selves in [se dressent] like animals. They learn to hold themselves. Dressage 
can go a long way: as far as breathing, moving, and sex. It bases itself on 
repetition.1

In this passage, Henri Lefebvre describes how the performance practice of 
dressage, which connects humans and animals, is linked to our entrance 
into the societal condition. In his book Rhythmanalysis, he offers a theo-
retical framework of dressage that foregrounds the enactment of human 
agency in political economy. He notes that the processual rhythms of 
dressage materialise through subjection, acceptance, and repetition, and 
thereby determine the interactions of bodily (physiological and biological) 
and cultural (social and capitalist) rhythms of everyday life, which are 
framed by capitalist infrastructures.2 Lefebvre’s understanding of dressage 
is particularly pertinent to the theory of dressage and concept of dressaged 
animality that this book maps, as it draws attention to the fact that both 
humans and animals break themselves in (dresser) when they accept cer-
tain values.

As dressage is a cross-species bodily practice that is actively performed, 
bringing forth the majority of cultural, political, and economic rhythms of 
everyday life, it manifests as ‘the performance of dressage’—a combina-
tion of societal conditioning, training, and performance. Although Lefe-
bvre does not refer to artistic performances specifically, his description 
of the workings of the cross-species practice of dressage has important 
implications for the arts. As he stresses that dressage is intentionally per-
formed and consequently produces a new field of knowledge, the agential 
practice of dressage also gives way to new performance forms, such as the 
dancing horses.

3

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.
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To critically analyse similarities between how humans and animals per-
form through their practice of dressage, this chapter investigates how the 
distinct dancing horse performances of Yvonne Rainer (1968), Rose Eng-
lish (1975), Mike Kelley and Kate Foley (2004–05, 2009)—in which they 
choreograph other artists to perform as dancing horses—offer a critique of 
the entanglement of societal dressage through their artistic self-dressage. 
The irony of staging dancers, who show off a neatly choreographed per-
formance score, as horses, is that they perform not so differently from 
well-trained and obediently cooperating dressage horses, who aesthetically 
perform specific bodily movements in other cultural contexts.

Performance as Infrastructural Critique

The indicated overlaps between human and animal performance practices 
and aesthetic forms in dancing horse performances make it possible for 
them to subtly present a critique of the societal infrastructures in which 
artistic, similar to human–animal performances, operate.3 Since critique 
functions inside liberal institutions—as Kerstin Stakemeier notes in refer-
ence to Kant’s preface in the Critique of Pure Reason—artistic perfor-
mances are produced within the same historical and societal infrastructures 
that they critique and also actively shape.4 Focusing on the link between 
dancing horse performances and societal critique, this chapter takes cues 
from Marina Vishmidt’s proposition to move from ‘the critique of in-
stitutions’, identified through conceptual visual artistic practices, which 
critically reflected upon the exhibition of their work inside galleries and 
museums from the late 1960s, towards ‘infrastructural critique’.5 Vishmidt 
conceives of infrastructural critique as being shaped by agencies that pro-
duce the institution, as well as the critique of its existent entanglement of 
‘objective (historical, socio-economic) and subjective (including affect and 
artistic subjectivisation) conditions’ to expand artistic critique outside of 
the exhibition model.6 The concept of dressaged animality, that this book 
maps, resonates with Vishmidt’s observation, as I analyse how the critical 
engagement of Yvonne Rainer, Rose English, Mike Kelley, and Kate Foley 
with the cultural, political, and economic infrastructure is performatively 
reflected in their dancing horse aesthetics.

The merging of cultural critique and body politics in contemporary 
performances, presented within the visual arts, also plays a crucial role 
in RoseLee Goldberg’s seminal monograph, Performance Art from Futur-
ism to the Present.7 In the book, she examines experimental performance-
making practices—including Dada, Surrealist, and Futurist performances 
from the early to the late twentieth-century—and posits that they were 
primarily driven by radical political attitudes during the second half of 
the twentieth-century, when visual artists increasingly started to present 
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performance works alongside art objects.8 By the 1960s, a time when con-
servative governments increasingly merged social democratic with liberal-
conservative values, visual object-based and performative body-based art 
forms increasingly converged, as the art historian Sabeth Buchmann notes, 
within the infrastructures of the art world.9 This leads Buchmann to sug-
gest that the artistic medium of performance can function as ‘a tool and 
subject of critique’.10 Taking Goldberg and Buchmann’s comment about 
the historical and political condition of the genre of performance and 
Lefebvre’s agential conception about dressage into account, this chapter 
identifies a critique of societal dressage in a selection of contemporary 
dancing horse performances by closely analysing the movements of the 
dancers, the choreographies that they perform, and the objects that were 
used, through the photographic and film reproductions (their historically 
preserved material-based leftovers) that the producers of the performances 
commissioned.

Allegorical Impulse

As these mute dancing horse figures are performed by human dancers, 
the horse dances function allegorically. The artistic practice of critique, 
as method and allegory, is important to reflect upon, as Elisabeth Anker 
and Rita Felski stress, the relationship between a text and the world.11 
Although dancing horse performances allude to the historical relationship 
between human and animal dressage—which I outline in more detail in 
Chapter II—Rainer, English, Kelley, and Foley supplement human– animal 
dressage’s historically ingrained cultural performance practices with a 
critical one. Their dancing horse performances provide what Craig Owens 
calls an ‘allegorical impulse’ in reference to artistic practices from the 
1970s—which is an impulse that produces contemporary art as the antith-
esis of previous art, by critiquing that which predates it.12

English, Rainer, Kelley, and Foley’s horseless dancing horses are not re-
productions of culturally ingrained performance practices and the dancing 
horse form. Instead, they function, I propose, as contemporary critiques of 
the historical mechanisms of artistic dressage performance, dating back to 
equestrian dressage, ballet, and modern and postmodern dance. The self-
critical aesthetic approaches of the artists therefore expose the fact that the 
subjection of artists to infrastructurally installed political, economic, and 
artistic models is rooted in social conditioning and cultural training that is 
both implicit in the performance practice of dressage. Through their origi-
nal dancing horse performances, these artists subtly perform a critique of 
naturalised dressage mechanisms, which I have outline in Chapter II, and, 
at the same time, they break with the submissive mythical narrative of how 
societal dressage is practised by actively re-enacting them critically.
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The issue of how a human agency can be critically applied, as a form 
of labour, while self-critically exposing societal dressage mechanisms lies 
therefore at the heart of this chapter. It works through the question: What 
makes dancing horses an interesting object of academic study, as well as an 
artistic performance formation? Sianne Ngai provides a plausible answer 
to the latter two questions. She writes the things that we publicly declare to 
be ‘interesting’ are the things through which we practise criticism (aesthetic 
judgments), and through which we produce new meanings, and to which 
we attribute particular values.13 Focusing on the horseless choreographies 
that Rainer, English, Kelley, and Foley produced (note that they did not 
perform in them themselves), this chapter provides insights into the com-
plex system of cultural significance and its production processes by inves-
tigating how artists perform their agencies in terms of how they choose to 
represent dressaged human animalities, in and as dance performances.

As each of the three performance analyses focuses on a critique of a 
specific political, artistic, or economic infrastructural aspect of societal 
dressage, this chapter outlines the following argument: Dancing horse per-
formances, which stem from the artists’ embodied animalities, aestheti-
cally visualise critiques of the societally installed sex and species-based 
patriarchal politics, as well as of the dressage mechanisms of culture’s po-
litical economy, to which the artists are exposed.

Chapter Summary

The first section of this chapter analyses Yvonne Rainer’s dance choreog-
raphy Horses (1968). Drawing on Marxist theories of alienation, I suggest 
that the alignment of critically self-dressaged and partly self-alienated art-
ists with the sound and photographic representation of real herd animals 
in her dance performance underscores the fact that both the movements of 
her dancing horses, and the visually and audibly projected freely moving 
animals, are similarly choreographed. Rainer’s group constellation shows 
that the distinct animalities of humans and animals are subjected to self-
dressage through social alignment, which is what connects them, and also 
makes them subject to societal dressage.

The second section turns to the mid-1970s, the time when second-wave 
feminism and the emergence of performance as an artistic medium reached 
a peak. I contextualise Rose English’s all-women horse dance, Quadrille 
(1975), a one-off performance in which choreographed and cross-species-
dressed women—wearing their self-made costumes made from the bodily 
remains of slaughtered horses—perform like dancing horses. As her dance 
choreography visualises a critique of gender, class, and species-based ‘pa-
triarchal dressage’, the aesthetics of Quadrille exposes society’s infrastruc-
tural (re)production of power imbalances.
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The last section of this chapter analyses Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s 
pantomime Horse Dance from 2004– to 2005, commissioned to be per-
formed live at the Judson Church Theatre for the New York’s performance 
biennale Performa in 2009, at a moment when artistic dance performances 
started to become institutionalised by various American and European cul-
tural institutions. Working from the premise that Kelley and Foley’s horse 
dance operates as a satirical cross-species-dressed critique of the increas-
ingly neoliberal dressage conditions, which continuously subsume artistic 
working processes into the dressage mechanisms of the culture industry in 
the early twentieth-first-century, I argue that their pantomime horse dance 
criticises the fact that artistic self-dressage is fuelled by economic, as well 
as by human–animal necessities, and demonstrates that a commodified 
dressage performance can, nonetheless performatively, offer an infrastruc-
tural critique of capitalism’s circulation and production mechanisms.

Let’s embark onto this chapter’s historical mapping of critical dancing 
horse performances by first analysing how Yvonne Rainer ‘s group perfor-
mance Horses visualises a critique of societal dressage through her artis-
tic self-dressage, which reflects the tension operating between embodied, 
feeling-based animality, and societal alienation.

Choreographing Artistic Self-Dressage: Yvonne Rainer’s Horses

11 April 1968, 
Anderson Theatre, New York City.
Visualise a group of dancers comprised of six female and male performers, 
casually dressed in jeans and t-shirts, performing on a dark and flat theatre 
stage, lit by a single fluorescent tube. They move silently, in unison. They 
hang their heads to avoid meeting the audience’s gaze (Fig. 3.1). And then, 
all of a sudden, to the sound of trotting horses, they start to run across the 
stage. They move from one corner to the other and back, like a herd of 
animals. These are Yvonne Rainer’s dancing horses.

In Yvonne Rainer’s dance performance, Horses, the movements of the 
dancers are contrasted with a photograph that is projected onto the back 
wall of the flat stage, showing a herd of Thompson’s Gazelles, all sprinting 
into the same direction in the African savannah.14 The wild animality that is 
photographically presented on the stage illustrates that the animals, forming 
a herd, run in an orderly manner, in one direction, on the open Sahara. In ad-
dition to the photographic element, the rhythmic sound of trotting horses, to 
which the performers run, adds an additional layer to the dance’s aesthetics.

Rainer’s multimedia performance makes human and nonhuman animals 
appear as if they move together, without any visible tension, as a social 
formation. The integration of projected herd animals, moving in an organ-
ised manner, generates an impression of the animals’ natural movements 
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having been choreographed, and of the group’s choreography having been 
improvised. Within this multispecies alignment, Rainer’s dancers appear to 
move similarly to the audibly and visually projected herds of gazelles and 
horses. Rainer’s alignment of the choreographed movements of six casu-
ally dressed and self-dressaged humans with that of apparently natural 
herds of animals foregrounds the conceptual split between naturally mov-
ing animals and culturally produced dance movements.

Embodying Critique: Dance Improvisation

In the summer of 1960, eight years before making Horses, Rainer travelled 
from New York to California to participate in Anna Halprin’s summer 
workshop in San Francisco to explore the power of movement improvisa-
tion.15 That same year, Halprin staged Birds of America with the Dancers’ 
Workshop Company (with John Graham, Daria Halprin, Rana Halprin, 
and A.A. Leath). Birds of America came about after the group’s work with 
dance improvisation.16 Rainer went to California without having seen any 

Figure 3.1  Yvonne Rainer, Horses, photograph by Peter Moore, gelatin silver print 
© Northwestern University Courtesy of the Charles Deering McCor-
mick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Libraries.

9781032574851_Ch03.indd   68 29/11/24   12:27 PM



The Critique of Dressage 69

of Halprin’s stage performances; what drew her to working with Halprin 
was her reputation for an open-minded engagement with individual move-
ment research. Robert Morris, her partner at that time, and Simone Forti 
(who later made dance work based on her observations of zoo animals) 
also attended the workshop and later shared a studio with Rainer in New 
York. After the workshop, which mixed anatomical sessions with free 
movement exploration, Halprin and Rainer stayed in touch, sending let-
ters to each other. In 1961, Halprin wrote to Rainer—still thinking about 
the workshop:

I’ve thought of your question of last summer […] how does the tech-
nique tie in with the improvisation or shall we say the creative pro-
cess. We know so little about the creative intuition that we must keep 
approaching it from different ways.17

Preoccupied with the question of how bodily technique and visceral im-
provisation create specific movement vocabulary and consequently a form 
of dance, Halprin and Rainer’s relationship continued over the following 
years, resulting in an interview published in The Tulane Drama Review in 
1965.18 In the interview, Halprin discusses with Rainer how improvisation 
gives performers ‘a feeling of what could happen’, and thereby makes ‘new 
movement possibilities’, which could eventually formalise a composition 
system that brings together different elements.19 Halprin’s preoccupation 
with improvisation emerged from questioning whether habitual move-
ments that the body performs almost automatically could be shown as 
dance.

If learned movements are not explicitly remembered when they are 
performed, and also unconsciously appear without will, then these move-
ments operate as second nature. Bourdieu calls such embodied movements 
and social behaviours ‘habitus’. Habitual actions, he writes, operate un-
consciously within us and guide us, because it is the past that ‘formed 
us and [it] is the basis from which we act’.20 While Bourdieu draws at-
tention to how human habits are culturally produced, Halprin’s critical 
approach to the generation of dance movements unmasks an individual’s 
unconscious, embodied habits, and habitual patterns. I see her work with 
movement improvisation as demonstrating that intuitive improvisation 
can counter the reproduction of societally installed dressage systems and 
that paying attention to visceral, animal impulses can enable new move-
ment patterns. Inspired by her exchange with Halprin, Rainer’s engage-
ment with improvisation reminds us that her so-called conceptual dance 
work is, indeed, rooted in subjective feeling. As Adorno notes in his Aes-
thetic Theory, feeling and reason are both subsumed under ‘the concept of 
feeling’.21 Improvisation prompted Rainer to establish her dance aesthetics 
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that aligned with her bodily animality. Through feeling-based and self-
critical improvisation, Rainer developed her artistic self-dressage.

‘My Old War Horse’: Resisting Cultural Conditioning  
with Animality

Three years after publishing the interview with Halprin, Rainer presented 
Horses after her seminal work Trio A, during an evening of performance 
titled The Mind is a Muscle (1968). While both are performed in every-
day clothes, Rainer’s Horses contrasts with Trio A’s rigidly choreographed 
non-balletic, non-repetitive, and flowing sequences, in which each move-
ment is distinct and yet fluidly connected to the others. Interestingly, 
Rainer referred to Trio A as ‘my old war horse’.22 Beyond its conceptual 
challenge to existing dance practices, the piece made space for Rainer’s 
embodied animality.

The solo Trio A emerged from Rainer’s experience of the established 
dressage training practices that she had experienced in dance classes. De-
spite being a latecomer to dance, Rainer had studied with Martha Graham 
(contract and release technique) and Merce Cunningham (modern inter-
pretation of classical ballet) as well as participated in Robert Dunn and 
John Cage’s experimental composition class in New York for about two-
and-a-half years.23 In collaboration with other dancers over time, Rainer 
turned her exploration of different dance styles into her own choreo-
graphed movement language that combined her societal dressage with her 
embodied animality. Rainer ‘stripped [dance] of special technique and star 
status’, as art historian Carrie Lambert-Beatty notes, ‘trading its costumes 
and leotards for T-shirts and sneakers.’24 Rainer’s evening programme, The 
Mind is a Muscle, represents her productively performed critique of the 
dance training practices that she was subjected to. In distancing her work 
from the dominant modern dance techniques at that time, Rainer gener-
ated a more animal-like dance aesthetics, dressed in casual and stretchable 
unisex clothes.

Her evening programme, The Mind is the Muscle, manifests Rain-
er’s critical approach to the societal dressage that she was subjected to 
in dance, and how she rid the latest dance style of its cultivated modern 
habitus. Bourdieu refers to such a process of altering an embodied and 
infrastructurally installed ‘habitus’ as a form of ‘anti-dressage’ (contre-
dressage).25 In Pascalian Mediations, he notes in relation to athletics, that 
only repetitive training can lead to the transformation of a bodily habitus, 
as the effectiveness of the habitus is related to how the intensity of an 
aesthetic experience of one’s individual bodily movements relate to that 
of others.26 The dialectics operating between a societally installed habitus 
and individual forms of anti-dressage, that Bourdieu describes, resonate 
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with how the art theorist John Robert conceives of ‘deskilling’ practices 
in art. He argues that the work of artists who deskill established artistic 
practices operates as a form of ‘general social critique’.27 In distancing her 
work from the dominating dance techniques at that time in New York, 
Rainer performed and choreographed the movements of other Judson 
Church dancers in a more naturalistic, animal-like manner, and dressed 
them in casual and stretchable unisex clothes, as well as flat tap shoes, 
which illustrated her critical approach to existing dance aesthetics.

Before staging Horses, Rainer presented her piece We Shall Run (1963), 
which exemplifies her interest in the role that animality can play in choreo-
graphic practice. In this work, 12 dancers collectively jog across the stage 
as one orderly, aligned group, with one of the performers periodically 
leaving the others and then returning to them. As Henri Lefebvre describes 
quotidian activities, the everyday movement of running is ‘what is left 
over after all distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities have been 
singled out’.28 Jogging, when presented in a dance piece, does not require 
the same amount of training as ballet or modern dance because it is a basic 
human movement, an animal gait. Performed in everyday clothes, Rainer’s 
running movement takes dance’s virtuosity and its implied anthropocen-
trism off its pedestal. Running is, on one hand, a societally installed prac-
tice, and, on the other, a natural form of moving used by both humans and 
animals. Running in a dance performance turns it into a ‘twice-performed 
and twice-behaved’ movement, in the words of performance theorist Rich-
ard Schechner.29 It denotes a quotidian bodily movement that is intention-
ally restored from everyday life, prepared, rehearsed, and staged. Rainer’s 
use of running as part of a dance performance conveys a particular type of 
movement, one that is both individually and societally conditioned.

Rainer’s thee works—Trio A, We Shall Run, and Horses—all represent 
a form of artistic self-dressage, or in other words, the intentional staging 
of corporeal movement as dance. Rooted in the choreographer’s embodied 
human animality, these pieces merge conceptual training and feeling-based 
improvisation. Such artistically staged performances result, therefore, 
from the entanglement of societal and self-dressage, with their aesthetics 
depending on how artists choose to apply their embodied animality within 
a societally installed habitus. To consider how Rainer’s artistic approach 
also incorporates a process of self-alienation for the dancers, I turn to the 
opening section of Horses.

Artistic Self-Dressage: Incorporating Alienation and Animality

Horses opens with the dancers standing in the centre of the stage and 
looking at the floor. They begin to walk like zombies in a block constella-
tion across the stage (Fig. 3.1). Rainer calls this movement the M-Walk.30 
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Her dance choreography is inspired by the opening scenes of Fritz Lang’s 
Metropolis (1927), a dystopic science fiction film that depicts the contrast 
between the everyday lives of the upper and working classes.31 Released 
during a period dominated by Fordism and Taylorism, Lang’s silent black-
and-white film begins with a group of workers walking into an industrial 
factory in a mechanical manner, where they will conduct manual work on 
machines. This scene gives the impression of an invisible hand automating 
the workers’ steps with the precision of an assembly line. Lang’s actors 
look down at the floor; their necks are bent and their arms hang weakly 
in an inhuman, unanimated manner. Their minimal movements and pos-
tures call to mind Marx’s observation that all manufacturing work at the 
machine requires what he calls ‘early dressage of the worker’ [frühzeit-
ige Dressur des Arbeiters], which aligns their movements (human labour 
power), to the monotonous movement of the capitalist’s automaton.32

Then, the film cuts from the workers’ city scene to the Club of the 
Sons, where young members of the privileged class train in competitive 
running on an outdoor track. Rainer’s Horses follows the film’s narra-
tive. Her dancers mimic the head-down walk of the factory workers, fig-
ures who exchange their labour power for a wage. The dancers then start 
to run in an organised manner and in a specific direction, reminiscent of 
Lang’s young upper-class men who run and trade their physical abilities 
for a social reputation. Horses’ transgression from mechanical to animal-
like movements, not the other way around, foregrounds that humans and 
animals’ alienation depends on how they choose to perform their societal 
dressage. As Marx points out, alienation lies at the core of all wage labour 
practices.33 Considered in this way, Horses reminds us that societal aliena-
tion applies to both human classes as it conditions humans’ animal behav-
iour, and their animality to the dressage practices, which are performed 
within the given economic as well as cultural infrastructures of society.

In The Holy Family (1845), Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx write of 
the differential experiences of alienation from one’s animal self. The prop-
ertied class, they argue, ‘feels at ease and strengthened in this self-estrangement, 
[as] it recognises estrangement as its own power and has in it the sem-
blance of a human existence’; the working class, in contrast, ‘feels anni-
hilated in estrangement; it sees in its own powerlessness the reality of an 
inhuman existence’.34 Similar to Engels and Marx’s description of class, 
Rainer’s Horses foregrounds how different social classes perform their so-
cietal dressage, which is linked to their material positions and experiences 
of alienation. Societal alienation applies to both the working and capitalist 
classes because each class must perform their animality within the given 
norms of their social context. Unwaged and waged artists also experience 
alienation: They are conditioned by the infrastructures of capitalism to 
perform their dressage, so as to meet specific societally imposed codes and 
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their bodily animal needs. Rainer’s dance operates as an external object, 
a publicly staged choreography in which Rainer does not herself perform. 
This mirrors the wider phenomenon of capitalist production, as commodi-
ties derive from the appropriation of nature and become external to the 
body of the worker. Humans create external and alienated goods for ex-
change, while animals produce only for themselves.

As the dancers in Horses first move like alienated performers and then as 
intuitively running social herd animals, the performance provides a site to 
imagine what de-alienation from existing social and economic condition-
ing might look like if animality is considered. This reminds me of Marx’s 
early comment about the societal application of the condition that per-
forming animals and humans share. In his Manuscripts from 1844, Marx 
notes that humans, ‘species beings’ (Gattungswesen), estrange themselves 
from their ‘animal functions’ that they share with animals as they have to 
negate their viscerally-rooted animal functions and affective reactions in 
order to work. ‘Man, the worker feels himself only freely active’, he writes:

[I]n his animal functions – eating, drinking, procreating, or at most 
in his dwelling and in dressing-up, etc.; and in his human functions 
he no longer feels himself to be anything but an animal. What is ani-
mal becomes human and what is human becomes animal.35

With Marx’s observation in mind, I want to stress that humans’ dressage 
systems historically derive from and include humans’ animality and aliena-
tion. The juxtaposition of humans and animals in Horses demonstrates 
that trained humans move like dressaged animals who seem to perform 
their dressage as if by nature. Humans, like forced und unforced animals, 
actively reproduce the operations of dressage systems and internalise their 
values at the level of comportment. Self-dressage incorporates humans’ 
animalities and also reflects the operations of societal dressage, a process 
rooted in alienation and the acceptance of societally installed values. The 
cultural dressage of humans, like that of certain animals, comprising social 
conditioning, training, and labour, is therefore in a dialectic constellation 
with embodied animality and self-alienation. And this makes clear that the 
entanglement of dressage, animality, and alienation depends on how we 
conceive of ‘nature’.

Operating within human-made structures that are ‘made by man for 
man’ and are held together by specific social and economic modes of 
production, social and economic practices shape humans’ animality, and 
transform their ‘first nature’, to use György Lukács’s terms, into ‘second 
nature’ within the societal infrastructures.36 Second nature is, indeed, 
formed by the alienating conditions of social and economic dressage but 
also depends on, as is the case for artistic production, how the performers’ 
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choose to productively stage their artistic self-dressage. The alignment of 
humans and animals’ movements in Horses demonstrates that socially 
conditioned, trained humans and animals perform like dressaged animals, 
appearing as if they would perform their dressage ‘naturally’ within the 
cultural infrastructures. Humans are, like forced und unforced animals, 
not only mimetically aligned to pre-existing cultural infrastructures but 
also actively shape and thereby produce the operations of the dressage 
system implicit in the capitalist system through production and consump-
tion. To perform themselves societally, human actors therefore accept its 
implied values. As Lefebvre notes about the relation between embodied 
animal behaviour and human dressage, ‘humans break themselves in [se 
dressent] like animals’ and ‘learn to hold themselves [in a society]’.37

Furthermore, Horses invites an examination of herd formations for 
both humans and animals. Running in a group that is organised according 
to a specific hierarchy shapes the subjectivities of the herd’s members. The 
British neuroscientist and social psychologist William Trotter, who studied 
the collective behaviour of animals (dogs, horses, bees, sheep, and oxen) 
during the First World War, notes that it is an ‘innate herd instinct’ that 
causes living beings to move collectively, because they perform more effec-
tively in a group.38 Humans and animals are held together by a social herd 
instinct, moving with nature according to self-organised social structures. 
Through the collaged use of different media, Rainer’s dance piece brings 
collective human and animal movements into alignment. Similar to Trot-
ter’s description of the relationship between the individual and the herd, 
Marina Vishmidt draws attention to the alienation that constitutes ‘the 
bedrock of social relations’ and generates a particular ‘social form’.39 Or, 
as Adorno argues, alienation is the norm.40

Since alienation determines societal life, and operates within and across 
human and animal constellations, the ‘nature’ of humans should not, 
Adorno critically suggests, only be defined through their ‘difference[s] 
from a suppressed animality’ but through their animality.41 While Ador-
no’s comment reinforces the discriminatory historical perception of human 
animality, Rainer’s dance piece brings collective human and animal move-
ments closer together on the stage by aligning their movements through 
her choreographed use of multiple media. As the human performers turn 
cohesively at random under Rainer’s stage directions, they follow, like the 
projected herd animals, their alpha-animal.

Embedded within the infrastructures of cultural production, this sec-
tion of Chapter III connects the way that self-dressaged artists organise 
themselves to produce performances with how herd animals live and move 
together. As human and animal performers are both subjected to and re-
alise themselves through dressage, I suggest that artistic performances 
emerge dialectically from humans’ embodied animality and self-alienation. 
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Societal dressage not only connects humans and animals but also deter-
mines how they come to perform individually and collectively. Rainer’s 
Horses allows us to see and reflect on how ‘dressage mechanisms’ are in-
stalled within social groups and cultural production.

To expand the analysis of how artists represent their agencies and soci-
etal critique through their horse dances, the second section of this chapter 
moves from Yvonne Rainer’s Horses to Rose English’s group dance Qua-
drille, which offers a critique of the objectification, and consequently of 
the commodification of living bodies that result from patriarchal dressage 
by blurring conceptions of human and animal, as well as equestrian and 
ballet aesthetics.

Patriarchal Dressage: Rose English’s Quadrille

The one-off performance of Quadrille takes place on a hot summer’s day, 
on Friday 11 July 1975, during the lunch break at the Southampton open 
riding competition, as part of the Southampton Festival of Performance 
Art. Within this equestrian environment in Southern England, comprised 
of riders, horses, and dogs, Rose English presents a choreography in which 
six women dance like dressage horses.42 The women perform the chore-
ography inside a specifically fenced-off performance arena, made with 
the artist’s collection of about 50 white miniature horse sculptures. This 
zone performatively separates the equestrian event from the artistic per-
formance. Instead of using real horses to put on a show within this horse-
human event, a performance within a performance, the artist’s dancing 
horse performance gains currency through the absence of real horses.

English’s professionally trained and non-professional dancers are 
dressed in a handcrafted horse costume uniform, which she made with 
the bodily remains of slaughtered horses that she had collected previously. 
Their torsos are hardly covered by mini-dresses; they wear white gloves 
and knee socks; their waists have horsetail belts closed tightly around 
them, swinging from right to left; and their feet are placed in taxidermied 
horse-hoof shoes, which force them to dance solely on the balls of their 
feet (Fig. 3.2). On one hand, the tight-fitting horse costumes fetishise the 
bodies of the women performers, and, on the other, they reinforce how 
restrictive it must have been for her dancers to perform similar dressage 
movements as horses.

The costumes, the shoes, in particular, made dancing and even walking 
look difficult. Their shoes had no heels and the women had to place all 
their body weight on the balls of their feet. This could be read as a refer-
ence to the ballet technique of dancing en demi-pointe, on the balls of their 
feet, which prepares the dancers to move en pointe, on the tips of their 
toes, in padded ballet shoes. Judith Katz, one of English’s professionally 
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trained dancers, recalled that the horseshoes were painful to wear.43 The 
restriction of the dancers’ movements is particularly visible through the 
quality of movement in the dance. The cadence, fluidity, softness, and 
speed in which they could move created a staccato-like, seemingly artifi-
cial, and uncomfortable rhythm.

Besides taking inspiration from high as well as low dance forms, Qua-
drille’s choreography is inspired by classical equestrian dressage (a per-
formance art form), which is still practiced at the Spanish Riding School 
Vienna. The book, The Spanish Riding School of Vienna and the Training 
of the Lipizzaner Horse, written by the head rider (Oberbereiter) of the 
school in 1972, Hans Handler, left a particular impression on English.44 
It provided her with a better understanding of what the individual rid-
ing movements and the school quadrille performances (performed with 
eight male horse-rider pairs) looked like.45 For example, the cadence of her 
dancers, offset by their restrictive costumes, reminds viewers familiar with 
equestrian dressage of the passage, a slowly forward-moving trot, which 
comes about if the horse carries about 80 percent of its body weight, which 
is a similar advanced movement to dancing en demi-pointe. In the absence 
of real flesh-and-blood horses, Quadrille mobilises critical equestrian-like 
dance aesthetics through its cross-species dancing horses.

Figure 3.2  Rose English, Quadrille (Rose and Dancers Entering), 1975, Courtesy 
of the artist and Richard Saltoun Gallery, London and Rome.
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The societal critique implicit in Rose English’s seminal performance is 
manifold. It criticises the artificially established difference between humans 
and selectively bred and socially conditioned animals, as well as between 
classical human dance and classical animal dressage (see Chapter II), which 
are both rooted in bodily conditioning and operate in the cultural realm. 
The criticism of societal dressage implicit in Quadrille draws attention to 
the idea that dressage is a societal practice that cuts across several spheres 
of life and defines the societal roles of humans and animals, blending social 
and political ways of performing.

Her cross-species dressed and aesthetically choreographed dancers liter-
ally embody the etymology of dressage, as their appearance foregrounds 
the entanglement of human and animal cultures, as well as the connection 
between acts of dressing and performing one’s societal dressage. As there 
is no equivalent English verb today to describe how cultural norms and 
training result in societal conditioning, like the French verb dresser and 
the German verb dressiert, it is worth briefly recalling the term’s historical 
uses. In the early fourteenth-century, dresser simultaneously denoted acts 
of preparing, setting up, and training (fr. dresser) an animal and, in the 
German language, the verb additionally described an act of putting one’s 
hair or food in order. Only by the end of that same century did dresser 
start to mean dressing up in the French and English language, with the 
German verb (dressiert) keeping its original meanings and today carrying 
an overly negative tone.46

Underneath this fetishisation of the women’s bodies in Quadrille, offset 
by their cross-species costumes and choreographed movements, lies a his-
torical materialist critique of the power structures of Western patriarchal 
society. English’s dancing horse performance emphasises the historically 
reproduced pressure and restrictions that societal dressage put on both 
women and horses, albeit to different degrees. The dressage of girls and 
women, alongside that of riding horses, takes a particular stance within 
the larger societal dressage operations of everyday life. The societal dres-
sage of women was always harsh, Lefebvre notes, ‘especially in the so-
called privileged classes’: The women who revolutionised the system of 
the patriarchy did so with an equal amount of pressure, he stresses, as that 
which it used to put on them to effectively counter the restrictive ‘rhythms 
impressed by virility and by the military model of dressage’.47

With Quadrille, Rose English presents a societal critique of a very par-
ticular social class aesthetics, which relates back to her childhood experi-
ences. English was exposed to horses early on through her father, who 
worked as a soldier in the army, and through her sister, who competed in 
equestrian events. Almost half a decade after staging Quadrille, the artist 
recalls that it was the aesthetics of the equestrian world, the aesthetics of 
‘a very particular class [that is] perhaps more democratic now’, including 
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what people wore, that prompted her to make Quadrille: ‘I found that 
very interesting and also so ubiquitous that it was almost invisible in our 
culture—in English culture’.48

As Quadrille exposes the societally reproduced Western patriarchal 
dressage mechanisms from a particular embedded standpoint, I conceive 
of her site-specific dance performance as a ‘diffracting feminist allegory’.49 
Donna Haraway uses the term to note that ‘diffraction patterns’ do not 
only self-reflexively record relations of difference but also intend to make 
an active difference in the world.50 In this sense, English’s feminist per-
formance expresses what art historian Jo Applin describes as a ‘feminist 
desire for “living differently”’.51

Feminist Reactions: Performance and Commodification

When Rose English made Quadrille, the second-wave feminist movement 
fought against societal dressage practices that their sex, their ‘female ani-
mality’, predetermined.52 Quadrille took place just four months before the 
legalisation of the UK’s Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 came into force, 
alongside the Equal Pay Act, and started to offer women legal protec-
tion from discrimination on the grounds of their sex and their marital 
status.53 These societal transformations in the legal infrastructure were the 
results of the international Women’s Liberation Movement that critiqued 
the culturally installed patriarchal practices.54 The publications of Betty 
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), Juliet Mitchell’s psychoanalyti-
cal essay Women: The Longest Revolution (1964), Kate Millett’s Sexual 
Politics (1970), and Sheila Rowbotham’s feminist-Marxist work exposed 
the daily financial and mental struggles of women in a still widely male-
dominated society in the United Kingdom and in the United States. Their 
work contributed to the international (predominantly white, Western, and 
bourgeois) Women’s Liberation Movement.

The declining number of marriages in the 1970s and the interlinked 
treatment of women as the private property of men in the United King-
dom indicated that feminist movements had changed public mentalities. 
Feminist movements—‘revolutions in thought’, as Luce Irigaray calls 
them—have, in this sense, had the power to effectively redesign the social 
infrastructure of contemporary societies.55 Women have successfully ‘mod-
ified the rhythms [of everyday life]’, Lefebvre notes, ‘impressed by the rigid 
patriarchal military model of dressage’.56 Similarly to how women actively 
fought against oppression and for their political liberation from biologi-
cal determinism in the early 1970s, Rose English’s performance Quadrille 
addresses the restrictions applying to women in a patriarchal society by 
drawing a comparison to the object-like use of propertied horses with her 
artistic work.
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Alongside the non-financially remunerated labour of feminist activists 
fighting for changing the societal status and role of women, Rose Eng-
lish and other women artists started to make artistic performances in the 
1970s. As performance-making was, at that time, still an emerging artistic 
medium in the British (visual) art world, it proved to be an apt medium 
to urgently address specific feminist issues in the arts, without having to 
battle against overtly male legacies; which, in the 1970s, still largely domi-
nated the exhibition politics of cultural institutions such as galleries and 
museums. The interdisciplinary artist Sally Potter, one of English’s clos-
est collaborators from that time, notes that making performances in the 
1970s implied delving into an ‘anti-specialist area’ and making it one’s 
strength by learning to do-it-themselves.57

The work of English and her collaborators provides anchor stones for 
feminists but also for British performance art. Although English consid-
ers herself a feminist, she does not call herself a feminist artist.58 Similar 
to how the artist stresses that feminism is not a dogma, the writer Roxane 
Gay has recently pointed out that outing oneself as a feminist still causes 
negative emotions, as the myth that feminists are ‘militant in their politics 
and person, man-hating, and humorless’ has persisted alongside its popular 
mutations.59 English’s refusal to be labelled as a feminist artist is reminis-
cent of Virginia Woolf who, likewise, rejected joining, as Vinciane Despret 
notes, the militant feminists of the suffragettes, marking the first wave of 
feminism, but also refused loyalty to her country and the ideals of the fa-
thers and brothers.60 Approaching feminism in a similar ‘unfaithful feminist 
way’, English made an aesthetic statement against the sexist objectification 
of women’s bodies with Quadrille, in addition to refusing to have her work 
ideologically labelled and marketed as feminist art and an art commodity.

The commodity and ideological character of artistic practices and femi-
nism have drastically increased over the past 50 years. Over time, femi-
nism has become a popularised label for self-identification, and is often 
performed in a way that seems to be emptied out from serious activist 
meaning. The term is now equally used by men and women to symboli-
cally empower them but does not really emancipate them within or lib-
erate them from the capitalist system. Sarah Banet-Weiser has recently 
warned that today’s popular feminism performs as a spectacular label for 
‘empowering’ work that merely commodifies certain practices and serves 
‘economies of visibility’; she argues that ‘popular feminism’ frames ‘mak-
ing visible’ rather than critiquing the still unequal patriarchal structures of 
political economy.61

Banet-Weiser’s critique of twenty-first-century feminism relates to Eng-
lish’s choice to make artistic work outside of the male-dominated art mar-
ket. In 1975, when English performed Quadrille, commissioned by the 
Southampton Festival of Performance Art, she chose to show it within the 
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site-specific context at a national horse show. This allowed her to blur the 
imaginative line that dressage applies only to horses, and not to women.62 
Similar to shying away from championing a feminist label, English neither 
called Quadrille ‘performance art’ nor was it of importance to her how 
it was announced. About 40 years later, she remembered: ‘Perhaps it was 
announced as the dancing horses. Something the commentator would have 
probably made up himself. You know, when the wind blows it away’.63 
Despite English’s resistance to associate her work with artistic and meth-
odological categories, her performance Quadrille reinforces the fact that a 
feminist attitude operates on and underneath the surfaces of language, and 
becomes visible through the way it is materially performed.64

Horse Materials: Working with Taxidermied Animal Remains

English’s artistic work from the early 1970s was, as her contemporary 
Lynn MacRitchie writes, ‘in essence a debate about the status of the art 
object’.65 Interested in art objects, English studied at Leeds, which was at 
that time much more experimental than other renowned art schools. In 
contrast to Yvonne Rainer, whose dance work stemmed from collabora-
tions with male and female artists in the experimental NYC dance scene, 
English’s performance practice emerged from collaborative work made 
with other women in parallel to the UK’s visual and object-based art 
school system, which was, as one of her collaborators, Sally Potter, notes, 
mainly focused on sculpture, painting, and drawing.66 It therefore comes 
as no surprise that English used her self-made art objects when she started 
making performance works, as well as performing in them. For Quadrille, 
English used equine sculptures to frame her dance arena, and hand-made 
costumes from animal remains.

Her close engagement with equestrian culture forms part of her em-
bodied criticism of the existing objectifying and patriarchal societal in-
frastructure. On her many visits to small-sized English slaughterhouses, 
English collected seven horsetails and seven pairs of horse hoofs. In the 
early 1970s, slaughterhouses were mostly privately run, more local, 
and less surveilled than today, and were much more easily accessible. 
Their economic operations reflected the historical low point in the Eu-
ropean horse population after World War II, which was about a sixth 
of its previous size, and is indicative of the transformation of socio-eco-
nomic horse-human working relationships, into a decadent sportive and 
emotionally-charged, commodified horse-human relationship, operating 
within the leisure time industry.67 The changing function of the horse-
human constellation resonates with the original meaning of the term 
slaughterhouse: It derives from the French verb abattre, denoting to fall 
and break down what is standing.68

9781032574851_Ch03.indd   80 29/11/24   12:27 PM



The Critique of Dressage 81

George Bataille wrote about French abattoirs, products of the Napole-
onic restructuring project of France’s public life, in the dictionary section 
of his surrealist journal, Documents. There he points out that slaughter-
houses, once a specific site for both religious worshipping and the violent 
streaming of blood, have become a bloody (maudit) business whose clean-
liness and orderliness give the impression that no violence was enacted.69 
The domination and exploitation of other living beings are linked to, as 
Lefebvre stresses, how animals are treated. He stresses that ‘subhumans’ 
are ‘treated like animals’ as they ‘are dominated, exploited, humiliated 
with the same methods’.70

Taking the remains of real animals apart and transforming them into wear-
able art objects, and performance props, was, however, not an easy task for 
English. In a conversation with me, the artist describes how she had to consult 
a professional taxidermist at the London Science Museum, as not even boiling 
the cut-off horse hoofs helped to remove the bones of the horses’ legs from the 
feet.71 Following his advice to bury the hooves with the sawn-off legs in the 
garden, letting nature do the work for her, she managed to separate the coffin 
bone from the hoof’s horny bulb, the hoof wall, and the sole.72

Aware of the brutality happening inside slaughterhouses, English was 
nonetheless fascinated by the tactility and visual appearance of the re-
mains of horses. English first explored the horse materials by turning them 
into horse costumes because she saw, I suggest, cruel beauty in the remain-
ing horse ‘things’.73 To outline in more detail what I mean by the affective 
material transformation of the horse remains (‘things’) into costumes (ob-
jects), it is helpful to recall Adorno’s concept of the ‘thing’ and ‘mimetic 
impulse’. For him, the thing is ‘a form of concealment, of covering, and 
of the loss of connection’ as it suffers from violence and becomes reified. 
Adorno argues that people make art objects because they feel a ‘mimetic 
impulse’ to appropriate ‘nature’ as art; he stresses that in ‘aesthetic forms 
cruelty becomes imagination’ and this implies that ‘the ritual of domi-
nation of nature lives on play’ and revenge ‘cruelty with cruelty’.74 The 
way the body is dressed represents, therefore, as sociologist Joan Entwistle 
points out, its own position within the social order.75 And it is through the 
provocative material characteristics of the horse costumes—organic but 
dead materials—that Quadrille has, as Rachel Hann stresses about cos-
tumes’ possible critical function, a ‘subversive potential’.76

English’s performative staging of horse materials as costumes in her 
dance choreography demonstrates a two-fold stance: On one hand, the 
artist appropriates the cruelly cut-off animal remains in her performance 
and gives them a new use; and, on the other hand, Quadrille thereby aes-
thetically draws attention to the commodifying societal dressage opera-
tions that apply to women and horses alike. Without the need to resort to 
verbal language, English’s performance incorporates a critique of treating 
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living beings like things, and the women performers as if they were useable 
commodities and not Kantian ‘things-in-themselves’.77

In Quadrille, English’s taxidermied horse costumes function neither 
solely as art objects nor as wearable props, they are both.78 And the way 
they are used in the performance reinforces, as Roland Barthes notes, the 
fact that costumes are not only there to be looked at but add a func-
tional ‘ethic’ meaning to the performance.79 The weight, substance, tex-
ture, and shape of the recycled leftovers of flesh-and-blood horses added 
an affectively generated grotesque dressage aesthetics to the dancing horse 
performance. The emptied-out hoof shoes, in particular, demonstrate that 
English’s six performers had to dance, like ballerinas, on demi-pointe, on 
the balls of their feet, to make them feel like dancing horses.

Agency, Animation, and Affect: Performing Like Horses

Animation and affect are interdependent and emerge when subjective 
feelings become powerful, when they are acted out. Sianne Ngai stresses 
that the state of being animated is ‘the most general of all affective con-
ditions (that of being “moved” in one way or another), but it is also a 
feeling that implies being “moved” by a particular feeling’.80 Conceiving 
of effect and animation in this sense, we can read Quadrille’s horse cos-
tumes and the performing bodies in terms of their psychological-physical 
relation: The dancers were effectively animated by, and simultaneously 
animated the dead remains of horses, and this, in turn, resulted in the 
cross-species-dressed women dancers appearing to their viewers as if they 
were the performing dressage horses for the duration of the dance-like 
dressage exhibition. As Quadrille draws on movement vocabularies of 
dance, as well as equestrian dressage, the choreography provides affective 
impulses—without being sentimental—to rethink how women and horses 
can perform more in relation to their embodied human animality, and less 
according to normatively prescribed societal dressage.

Although the horse costumes can be said to have effectively animated 
the movements of the dancers, and eroticised the female bodies for the eyes 
of the viewers due to their fit, it is crucial to stress that the horse costumes 
and the dancing horses in Quadrille operate in what I call a ‘materialist-
allegorical’ relation. This means that although the horse costumes are 
dependent on the dancing horse’s performance, and vice versa, they are 
not identical: Their materiality is only conceptually reanimated through 
the dancers’ imaginative performance. English’s dancers and the animal 
remains—‘things’ turned into hand-made horse costumes—are separate 
entities that come to perform interactively in Quadrille. The taxidermied 
horse costumes, inanimate, and yet organic objects, have to be worn by a 
living being to become re-animated.
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The examination of how the horse materials exactly impacted the move-
ments of the dancers also generates complex questions about how material-
based conditions are connected to the dancers’ imaginative processes. They 
become especially apparent when comparing English’s Quadrille to Lucy 
Gunning’s super 8mm seven-and-a-half minute-long filmed performance 
The Horse Impressionists (Fig. 3.3, 1994), performed by Lou Birks, Rachel 
Ind, Penelope McGhie, Tansy Edgerton, and Marie (surname unknown). 
In Gunning’s film, six women, one after another, imaginatively mimic the 
sound and bodily movements of horses. All wear casual clothes, one whick-
ers, another makes other horse sounds, and one gallops around in front 
of Gunning’s camera. These women imaginatively re-enact what I call ‘be-
coming-horse’.81 The child-like horseplay that Gunning’s performer’s stage 
emerges through their ‘mimetic faculties’, a concept of Walter Benjamin 
that describes how children learn by making themselves similar to people 
and objects other than themselves.82 Gunning’s dancing horse performance, 
however, does not include external material objects, such as the remains 
of slaughtered horses, or reflects upon how the societal infrastructures act 
upon women. Gunning’s performers solely mimic the ways horses move 
based on their imagination and perhaps their embodied memories.

Figure 3.3  Lucy Gunning, The Horse Impressionists, digital video transferred 
from super 8 film (7.5 mins, colour and sound), 1994, Courtesy of the 
artist and Matt’s Gallery London.
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While Gunning’s women performers affirmatively stage what it could 
look and feel like to dance like horses, English’s group performance 
sharply criticises the historical condition of dressage, rooted in sex, gen-
der, and species differences and at the same time, through its grotesque 
costumes. As human and animal dressage depends on their embodied 
animalities, which I outline in Chapter II, both performances visualise 
a culturally embedded ‘immaterial leftover’ of human and animal dres-
sage—a specific feeling that is attached to the socio-economic condition 
of dressage, which humans and working horses share. This particular 
cross-species relation has historically been cultivated, is embodied fort, 
and constantly re-enacted in amended forms. The feelings and effects 
that it includes also continue to connect humans and horses, similar 
to men and women. Watching women dance as if they were horses in 
English’s Quadrille and Gunning’s Horse Impressionists makes us, to 
borrow Lauren Berlant’s description, individually ‘feel historical in the 
present’.83 Berlant’s commentary on historical thinking underpins differ-
ences between the structure of an effect and the actual experience of an 
emotional event, which helps to shed light on how the agency of women 
has been infrastructurally shaped.

Offset by the unsettling, cross-species dancing horse appearance, Eng-
lish’s performance provoked affective reactions and internally suspended 
feelings in its viewers in 1975. As the art critic Guy Brett notes, Mrs. Parker, 
the organiser of the horse show, reacted effectively upon seeing English’s 
hardly dressed performers tiptoeing towards the agreed performance site 
and tried to stop the performance before it had officially started.84 Eng-
lish recounts in an interview that she managed to calm her down and the 
site-specific performance could then officially commence inside her minia-
ture dressage field, framed with about one hundred manufactured equine 
sculptures, which she collected from an English pottery company.85

Parker’s affective response to the erotically cross-species-dressed fe-
male dancers indicates that Quadrille crossed the line that culturally op-
erates between dressage and dance, women and horses. While the bodies 
of horses are always undressed and remain unsexualised, the bodies of 
women are often dressed to eroticise them. Her reaction leads me to sug-
gest that it presents an antithesis to British equestrian competitions. Qua-
drille’s grotesque and yet playfully staged aesthetic critique of human and 
animal dressage expresses a desire to subvert the societally conditioned 
performances of women and horses within the patriarchal structures of 
political economy. English’s performance operates, therefore, following 
John Ruskin’s definition of the grotesque, as a tool of transformation that 
entangles shock with playfulness, as a provocative performance, to criti-
cally address gender and species-based practices of societal dressage.86 As 
Quadrille confronted the societal role of the dancing women with that of 
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the dancing horses, who had to compete at the equestrian event, it opened 
up a site for political negotiation.

In contrast to Parker’s reaction to the performers, that of the viewers 
remained unreadable as the performance’s filmic documentation shows. 
No emotional response was visible: This is what happens when internal 
movements remain suspended and solely operate as embodied feelings. 
The difference between affect and feeling is that while feelings move inter-
nally, affects provoke intense bodily movements. The clinical psychologist, 
Silvan Tomkins, stresses that affects are triggered by sense and cognitive 
perception, and expand and intensify one’s biological drives. Affects are, 
he notes, performed with urgency and reinforce the importance of our 
sense receptors; furthermore, he compares the bodily force of affects to 
what happens when we cut our hand and start bleeding: As we feel that we 
are injured, we intuitively try to stop the bleeding.87 Affective behaviour 
arises in between states of being in pain and being, metaphorically and 
materially, cut open. Parker’s affective attempt to stop the dancing horses, 
represents a ‘nonverbal and non-structural bodily intensity’, to use Brain 
Massumi’s description of effect.88 Given Mrs. Parker’s reaction, English’s 
performance unexpectedly disrupted the given patriarchal human–animal 
and subject-object order effectively.

Feminist Queerness and Human–Animal Rights

Quadrille’s visual call for a more equal human–animal society has remained 
in the cultural realm due to its filmic recording. Over the past few years the 
digitalised documentation, cut from the super-8mm magnetic film record-
ing made by Simon English (Rose English’s brother), has increasingly been 
exhibited in art galleries. Just as English combined the single movement 
tasks into a cohesive choreography, the edited film of Quadrille was cut 
by her brother. Simon English rearranged and rejoined the filmstrips by 
hand. The film has its own flow and visually re-enacts the dance as a work 
of art in its own right.89 Quadrille’s filmic document, the performance’s 
intentionally produced leftover, adds another layer to how we perceive it 
today. It is worthwhile to recall one filmic scene of the performance’s com-
plexly interlaced cross-species and cross-gender performance to analyse its 
subversive gender critique in visual terms.

One particularly isolated moment of the choreographed performance 
(Figs. 3.4 and 3.5) shows that the six cross-species-dressed women formed 
pairs and stood motionless and intimately connected with one another. 
They rest their foreheads against one another and bend one of their legs, 
making their knees touch for a brief moment. English’s homogenously ap-
pearing constellation of women performers resonates with the culturally 
inscribed gender norms, of which Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick said in the early 
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Figure 3.4  Rose English, Quadrille, 1975, digital video still (taken by Lisa 
Moravec), Courtesy of Rose English Studio Archive.

Figure 3.5  Rose English, Quadrille (Film still 1), 1975, Courtesy of the artist and 
Richard Saltoun Gallery, London and Rome.
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1990s, in regard to culturally inscribed gender norms: There lies an ‘open 
mesh of possibilities, gaps […] and excesses of meaning’ in between.90 In 
this scene, broken off from the choreographed movements, English’s per-
formance creates a strong image that calmly transgresses the habitualised, 
heterosexual couple pairing. Here, English’s aesthetic engagement with 
dressage in relation to embodied forms of animality comes physically to 
terms with cross-species and cross-gender relations of difference.

The dancers are being looked at by the multispecies audience, by 
women, men, children, dogs, and horses. The clash between the cultur-
ally normalised equestrian event, and the critical artistic performance rein-
forces that humans and animals are, to put it in Donna Haraway’s words, 
‘queer messmates in mortal play’; as humans ‘become with companion 
species’ and can then make ‘a mess out of categories in the making of kin 
and kind’.91 English’s fluid gender and species approach demonstrates that 
non-normative bodily interactions between and across genders and species 
bring living beings (mammals), regardless of their species and sex, closer 
together. Her artistic approach to interactions between women implies 
that neither sex nor species-belonging is decisive for whether or not hu-
mans and animals interact with each other. Ideally, humans should neither 
have to dehumanise humans, nor to humanise animals to avoid discrimi-
nating behaviour against them; instead, they could accept their physical 
and conceptual differences and foster responsive interactions that bring 
living beings supportively closer together.

At the heart of English’s feminist-queer performance also lies a critique 
of the legal status of women and animals. As mentioned before, the same 
year Quadrille was performed, the legalisation of the Sex Discrimination 
Act came into force in the United Kingdom to protect women from dis-
crimination on the grounds of their sex and their marital status. This law 
has, of course, not stopped discriminating behaviours against women from 
happening, nor has it put an end to (civilly married) men treating ‘their 
women’ like living properties. And, yet, its legislative instalment has legally 
prevented violence and harm against women from happening. A first step 
against women’s legal commodity status was the implementation of the 
Women’s Property Act in 1870 in the United Kingdom. It granted women 
the right to own property and helped them to increase their autonomy 
from men and the institution of marriage. In 1926, the Law of Property 
Act then also granted wives the right to inherit the property of their hus-
bands and children. And, more recently, the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) 
Act, coming into force in 2014 in England, started to grant same-sex cou-
ples the same equal rights as heterosexual civil and marriage partners.

While the law has, over time, become more equal for women and 
homosexual couples, the legal status of domesticated service animals, 
which means the ways they can be legally protected from being harmed 
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and abused by humans, has not changed significantly since the 1970s. 
Despite the increasing cultural awareness given to how animals are 
mistreated in Western societies, as foregrounded by animal activists 
who fight for animal welfare regulations (such as the growing vegan 
movement), animal life is—as sociologist Marcel Sebastian analyses in 
detail—still selectively bred to serve humans as companion animals or 
food.92 In the United Kingdom, the first country in the world to imple-
ment an Act to Prevent the Cruel and Improper Treatment of Cattle in 
1822, the utilitarian Oxford-based philosophers Stanley and Roslind 
Godlovitch and John Harris actively fought against animal cruelty and 
discrimination in the 1970s. Although their activist and academic work 
gave way to Peter Singer’s Animal Liberations (1975), the legal situation 
for animals has not changed. The fact that animals are still considered 
human property (‘things’) and therefore not sentient living beings before 
the law, as Cary Wolfe outlines in detail, continues to legitimise animal 
cruelty globally.93

Animal Studies critiques exploitive societal uses and representations of 
animals. Viki Hearne, for example, stresses that changing the legal status of 
animals from property to sentient living beings is not an ultimate solution 
to end animal cruelty or the mass slaughter of animals in factories, as each 
individual human owner is responsible for her or his animals’ well-being.94 
But protecting animals with a law would acknowledge and provide legal 
support for taking action against animal cruelty and, most importantly, it 
could contribute to changing people’s consciousness toward how animals 
are treated. The animal studies discourse critically addresses the relation 
between discriminating societal dressage and human and animal animal-
ity. As Donna Haraway notes, the animal rights movement emerges from 
‘a clear-sighted recognition of connection across the discredited breach of 
nature and culture’.95

Aware of the artificially installed moral discrimination between hu-
mans, men, and women, and across humans and animals, Peter Singer 
posed the thought-provoking rhetorical question: If the argument for 
equality was sound when applied to women, why should it not be applied 
to dogs, cats, and horses?96 While women fought for their own rights 
for centuries to become emancipated from men (not liberated from the 
capitalist system), animals cannot do that. As social inequality feeds on 
the assumption and continuous reproduction of identity-based differences 
in the increasingly global political economy, activist moral undertakings 
and calls for both human and animal justice have been unaccomplished. 
The last part of this section will exemplify how the cultural industries 
can nonetheless operate as a site in which such sex and species-based 
discriminations can be critically addressed in society without appearing 
as political activism per se.
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Feminist Objectives: The Commodification of Performance Leftovers

Decades after staging Quadrille at a sportive equestrian event, English’s 
performance continues to reinforce the power imbalances operating across 
and amongst women and animals in the form of exhibited art objects in-
side contemporary art institutions. The performance’s material leftovers, 
the carefully handcrafted costumes made from the remains of slaughtered 
horses, and the film documentation by her brother Simon have been re-
peatedly exhibited inside glass vitrines in public art institutions, such as 
at Kunsthal Charlottenborg in 2014, at the Harley Gallery in 2016, at the 
London-based gallery Richard Saltoun, and at the Tate Modern, which 
bought it for its collection in 2016.

When put on public display, the horse costumes operate ‘still’ as three-
dimensional leftovers of Quadrille as ‘objects d’art’ in an attempt to pro-
vide insights into English’s past performance (Fig. 3.6). Karl Marx used 
the latter term instead of ‘artwork’ to stress that it is the outcome of an ar-
tistic practice, which produces a public that ‘has artistic taste and is able to 
enjoy beauty’.97 Exhibited on tables behind glass, the horse costumes now 
have a dual use-value. On one hand, they operate as well-preserved time 

Figure 3.6  Rose English, Quadrille, 1975/2013, installation detail, Courtesy of the 
artist and Richard Saltoun Gallery, London and Rome.
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capsules that remind us of the performance, and, at the same time, they 
function as art commodities. The way English’s performance has more 
recently been exhibited through objects exemplifies the trend of visual art 
galleries to show art objects that are left over from past live performances 
since the early 2010s.98

English’s critical and yet educative engagement with the remains 
of slaughtered horses is strikingly reminiscent of cut off cow legs and 
hooves that the photographer Eli Lotar captured for his reportage Aux 
abattoirs de la Villette as part of his 34 photographs illustrating Bataille’s 
comment on slaughterhouses in Documents (1929).99 The comparison 
between capturing animal remains photographically and the material ex-
hibition of English’s leftovers of Quadrille inside a museum reminds us 
that the remains of living beings and performances are preserved when 
value is attributed to them, which is, in turn, decisive for how they can 
be reused.

As the costumes and the filmic documentation of Quadrille are in Ta-
te’s collection, it is clear that English’s critique of patriarchal dressage of 
women and horses is of cultural, pedagogical, and economic value today. 
Blurring the categories between what is considered human and animal, or-
ganically alive and dead, English’s critical dressage performance continues 
to draw historical attention to the fact that women and service animals 
have both been subjected to culturally ingrained dressage practices. As 
feminist and animal rights movements continue to emerge and critique the 
inequalities that are rooted in ontological gender and species differences, a 
historical contextualisation and close analysis of Quadrille reinforces the 
importance of the economically unproductive but socially valuable labours 
of feminist and animal activists. English’s early group performance also 
invites us to critically rethink how interactions between humans-animals 
and men-women have been shaped, and ideally prompts us to speculate 
about how we can structurally treat ‘other’ women and animals, without 
discriminating against or suppressing them.

Such ethical reconsiderations towards women and animals, rooted in 
their societal dressage, implies, as Barad stresses in regards to the entangle-
ment of human and nonhuman lives, ‘a responsibility and accountability 
for lively relationalities […] of which we are a part’.100 A more ethical at-
tunement between living beings would imply being more attentive to forms 
of human and animal animality that the practice of cross-species dressage 
feeds on. The pairing of the artist’s ethics and aesthetics in Quadrille dem-
onstrates, as Nicolas Ridout writes, that ‘ethics does not quite displace 
either aesthetics or politics but [that] aesthetic experience becomes the 
condition of possibility for a particular kind of ethical relationship. The 
ethical relationship becomes, in its turn, the ground upon which political 
action might be attempted’.101
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Looking at Quadrille’s grotesque performance through a joint aesthetic 
and ethical lens, we are invited to question the line that has been artificially 
drawn between human and animal species, as well as between men and 
women through patriarchal dressage. A close analysis of English’s work 
is therefore not only of aesthetic, but also of ethico-political relevance 
to everyday practices. If there is a universally emancipating agenda in 
Quadrille, then it lies in its critical approach towards performing human 
subjectivities.

The last section of this chapter jumps forward to the late 2000s. It ex-
amines Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s commissioned satirical pantomime 
horse dance. I conceive of their Horse Dance as a form of artistic critique 
that is a commodified but also critical artistic practice. It emerges nei-
ther solely as a socio-political critique of societal dressage, like English’s 
dancing horse performance, nor does it aim at producing a new dance 
aesthetics, like that of Yvonne Rainer; instead, their pantomime dance is 
a dressage performance that, in a satirical manner, performs the idea that 
the neoliberal operations of the culture industry are increasingly entangled 
with artists’ liberal self-dressage.

Dressage Performances: Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s 
Pantomime Horse Dance

During the global financial crisis of 2007–08, RoseLee Goldberg com-
missioned Mike Kelley to exhibit his horse dances for the first time as 
part of a ticketed, 75-minute live event in the basement of the iconic 
Judson Church. The full performance was entitled Extracurricular Ac-
tivity Projective Reconstruction #32, Plus, presented as part of Back 
to Futurism, the third Performa Biennial in New York in 2009.102 Kel-
ley’s two versions of the horse dance, one performed in a fancy cos-
tume and the other in casual training clothes, were a highlight of the 
evening (Fig. 3.7). In the pantomime horse dance #32A, a baby pink 
and a baby blue pantomime horse cheerfully perform a comical pas 
de deux to organ music, and in #32C, the dancers perform the same 
choreography but without the pastel costumes. The animal-less dances 
are part of the six choreographies that the Croatian-American dancer-
choreographer, Kate Foley, first made for Kelley’s videotaped, feature-
length long musical, Extracurricular Activity Projective Reconstruction 
(EAPR, 2004–05), which re-enacts American local folk entertainment 
and social rituals and draws attention to some of the most culturally 
ingrained American rituals by transforming them into satirical artistic 
performances.

Photography played a central role in the production of Kelley’s horse 
dance.103 For the horse dance and five other sections, Kelley hired Foley to 
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produce choreography based on a series of black-and-white photographs 
of a pantomime performance that he had found in a high school yearbook 
(Fig. 3.8). These images belonged to his image archive, which he had col-
lected over the years at his studio in Pasadena, California. For example, 
he collected carnivalesque images, grouped together according to the ico-
nography of religious, Halloween, and goth-style performances through 
which he analysed American popular culture. While Kelley again recycles, 
this time, photographs of a costumed high school pantomime horse per-
formance, rather than stuffed animals that he had collected, Foley ani-
mates his conceptual idea by staging a pantomime horse dance with four 
female dancers through ‘choreographic appropriation’, to use Randy Mar-
tin’s term.104 Foley montaged movement material from highbrow forms 
including ballet, equestrian dressage, and postmodern dance, as well as 
more popular genres like tap dance, to generate entertaining yet techni-
cally sophisticated choreography.

It is crucial to recall that Kelley and Foley’s horse dance perfor-
mances were first exhibited and up for sale as part of a large multimedia 

Figure 3.7  Extracurricular Activity Projective Reconstruction #32A (Horse Dance 
of the False Virgin) scene from Mike Kelley’s Extracurricular Activ-
ity Projective Reconstruction #32 performed at Performa 09, New 
York, 2009. Choreography: Mike Kelley and Kate Foley. © Mike Kel-
ley Foundation for the Arts. All Rights Reserved/VAGA at ARS, NY. 
Courtesy of the Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts. Photo © 2009 
Paula Court. © Bildrecht, Wien 2024.
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Figure 3.8  Horse Dance, file folder from the Mike Kelley collection, photo Lisa 
Moravec, Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts Archives, Los Angeles, 
CA © Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts. All Rights Reserved/VAGA 
at ARS, NY. Courtesy of the Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts.
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video installation at the Gagosian Gallery in New York in 2005. His 
exhibition, Day is Done, was comprised of 32 stations that show video 
chapters from Kelley’s feature-length musical (2004–05).105 At the gal-
lery, their horse dance numbers were exhibited through the material 
leftovers of the performance, with the cute, oversized baby pink and 
blue papier-mâché horse heads and dresses. The heads were placed on 
plinths, and the performance costumes were hung on two metal stands, 
exhibited next to the original framed photographs of the high school 
performance and the flat screens showing the recordings of the horse 
dances. Presented as sellable art objects, Kelley also exhibited the horse 
dances as flat ‘moving image’, which reinforced performance’s circula-
tory reproducibility.106 The Horse Dances’ video versions do away with 
the illusion of performance being unmediated and unreproducible.

In the mid-2000s, Kelley’s approach to artistic work foregrounded 
precisely what the art critic Jerry Saltz later criticised about Kelley’s mul-
timedia performance show. He commented that although ‘Kelley has 
risen to new heights of ambition’, Day is Done ‘feels strangely empty’ 
since it is rooted so deeply in ‘corporate festivalism’.107 While Rose Eng-
lish and Yvonne Rainer approached making horse dance choreographies 
to realise themselves societally through their artistic self-dressage and 
their aesthetic critiques of societal dressage, Kelley effectively mystified 
his own subject position in this body of work and acted as the producer 
of the work.

One year after the gallery show, Kelley also made the video version 
of Day is Done commercially available on a DVD, entitled Day is Done 
(Extracurricular Activity Projective Reconstructions #2–#32). Kelley’s 
musical on DVD—the ‘live objecthood’ of the intentionally not live per-
formances, to borrow Georgina Guy’s term—foregrounds connection be-
tween the artist’s self-dressage in regard to economic conditions of making 
and selling art.108

Commodified: Mike Kelley’s Pop Culture Critique

Early on, Kelley was interested in exploring how handcrafted objects and 
live performances can function as saleable market commodities. About 
four decades earlier, he outlined his critical approach to popular culture 
in a reflective text entitled Brechtian Theatre Techniques (1973). Kelley 
notes that the experience of watching Iggy Pop perform with the Stooges 
had a great influence on his approach to staging captivating artistic perfor-
mances. Iggy Pop, ‘the master of body gesture’, Kelley writes, ‘played the 
audience like a fish’ as he gave the audience members what they wanted to 
hear, while also insulting members of the audience who misbehaved and 
interrupted his show. 109
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Iggy Pop’s performance style reminded Kelley particularly of the re-
nowned Russian Futurist Manifesto, A Slap in the Face of the Public Taste 
(1912), which was written as a response to F. T. Marinetti’s Italian Mani-
festo of Futurism. Critical of artistic avant-gardes, Kelley makes a sharp 
political statement with his performance The Futurist Ballet (1973) about 
the corruptive condition of commodified live performance. Employing 
a Brechtian alienation effect (Verfremdungseffekt) that invites the audi-
ence to critically examine what is being performed, Kelley develops an 
absurdist approach to performance-making.110 In a lecture hall at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, he presented a neo-Dada performance that parodied 
Marinetti’s progressive, militant, and war-glorifying futurist avant-garde 
movement. Kelley, dressed in a cute, short dress, performs with a group of 
friends, including the American artist and musician Jim Shaw. They pre-
sent a mixed series of events that generate a noisy soundscape: One man 
recites from his pornography collection; another two enact an interview; 
and these men then clean the stage with vacuum cleaners.111 The Futurist 
Ballet, like Kelley’s later horse dance, is a critique of theatrically entertain-
ing performances and their underlying artistic and economic techniques.

Crossing Performance Forms

Emerging from Kelley’s critical approach to artistic performance, his col-
laboration with Foley offers a satirical version of human animality. The 
baby pink and blue costumes underpin the horse dances’ critical approach 
to gendered norms. The costumes not only recall the cute aesthetics of 
Kelley’s earlier recycled stuffed animal works but also emphasise the social 
conditioning lying at the core of dualistic representations of gender.112 In 
his lecture Cross Gender/Cross Genre (1999), Kelley discusses the relation 
between aesthetics, gender, and politics during the mid-1960s and 70s: ‘If 
America’s problem was that it was militaristic, patriarchal and male, then 
the antidote would be the embrace of the prototypically feminine’.113 In 
critiquing dominant patriarchal structures, Kelley expresses an affinity for 
what he called ‘queer aesthetics’, which seeks to recast gender roles and 
norms.

Drawing on her own dance training and performance history, Foley’s 
work responds to Kelley’s critique of normative gender representations. In 
the process of creating an animal-like dance aesthetics for Kelley’s horse 
numbers, Foley consulted her copy of Roy C. Strong’s book Splendour at 
Court, which she had been given as a high school graduation present.114 
Foley’s horse dance collages three historical performance forms: (a) The 
male-female pas de deux in classical ballet; (b) the human–animal duet 
in equestrian dressage, which is still performed at European Royal Rid-
ing Academies including the Spanish Riding School in Vienna; and (c) the 
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costumed dancing pantomime horse from the renowned avant-garde ballet 
Parade (1917).115

In contrast to the two historically persisting performance forms, the 
one-act ballet, Parade exposes the underlying dressage mechanisms opera-
tive within a live performance. With libretto by Cocteau, choreography 
by Léonide Massine, music by Erik Satie, and costumes and set designs by 
Pablo Picasso, Parade was performed by the progressive Ballets Russes.116 
Parade – Ballet Réaliste tells the story of a group of circus performers who 
rehearse their popular, Parisian-style variété performance on the streets to 
generate an audience for their ticketed show. The effective use of scenogra-
phy elements in performance, the costumes, as the writer Guillauime Apol-
linaire notes in Parade’s programme, creates what he calls a ‘sur-realistic’ 
performance effect on the stage.117 During a rehearsal for Parade, one of 
the three circus managers happened to fall off his cubist-style pantomime 
horse. That circus manager was subsequently cut from the production, but 
the riderless pantomime horse remained. The emergence and reintegration 
of duet horse formations within concert dance connect the figure of the 
horse with that of the dancer: Artists perform their dressage, like circus 
animals, because they have to spectacularly show off their dressaged ani-
mality in order to entertain their paying viewers.

Recycling Postmodern Dance History

In addition to alluding to historical cross-species duet forms, Foley’s cho-
reographic realisation of Kelley’s performance concept draws on her own 
experience with Yvonne Rainer’s postmodern dance aesthetics.118 Foley 
studied dance at the California Institute of the Arts, where she first met 
Kelley. She also took improvisation classes with Simone Forti at the Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles, and later performed in Forti’s work. But 
Foley’s biggest influence was Yvonne Rainer, for whom she also worked as 
a dancer in We Shall Run.119

The multiple facets of Foley’s choreography become apparent through 
the contrast between the costumed and non-costumed versions of the pan-
tomime horse dance. The dancers performing #32C The Judson Church 
Horse Dance (Fig. 3.9), a casually dressed cast of trained and untrained 
performers (Sarita Louise Moore, Briana Brown, Mandy Hackman, and 
Rebecca Warner) create the image of a horse performing an arabesque: 
They lift one leg up and hold it in a horizontal line, parallel to the floor 
(Fig. 3.10). This moment is particularly reminiscent of Yvonne Rainer per-
forming a similar movement in her solo, Trio A. Like the pantomime horse 
dancers, Rainer positions her upper body parallel to the ground, instead of 
holding it vertical as classical dancers do (Fig. 3.11). Foley’s horse chore-
ography at once references and pays homage to Rainer’s postmodernist, as 
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Figure 3.9  Mike Kelley and Kate Foley, video stills of Extracurricular Activity 
Projective Reconstruction #32C (Judson Church Horse Dance) from 
Mike Kelley’s feature-length video Day Is Done, 2006. Choreogra-
phy: Mike Kelley and Kate Foley. © Mike Kelley Foundation for the 
Arts. All Rights Reserved/VAGA at ARS, NY. Courtesy of the Mike 
Kelley Foundation for the Arts. Photo © 2009 Paula Court. © Bil-
drecht, Wien 2024. 

Figure 3.10  Mike Kelley and Kate Foley, Extracurricular Activity Projective Re-
construction #32A (Horse Dance of the False Virgin), scene from 
Mike Kelley’s Extracurricular Activity Projective Reconstruction #32, 
Plus, performed at Performa Biennial, New York, 2009. Courtesy of 
Performa and Mike Kelley Foundation for the Arts. Photo by Paula 
Court. © Performa and Paula Court.
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Catherine Wood describes it, ‘work-like’ dance aesthetics.120 While Horses 
emerged from Rainer’s embodied animality, Kelley and Foley produce 
their pantomime horse dance as a popular performance spectacle, which 
the dance’s second version, #32A, The Horse Dance of the False Virgin, 
foregrounds. For this second version, the dancers wear comical extra-large 
pink and blue papier-mâché horse heads and full-body costumes, perform-
ing the same choreography as in #32C, as if they were dressage horses.

The decision to show both #32C and #32A invites viewers to consider 
how a rehearsal, in which artists develop, practice, and perfect, is already 
a performance. It merges, like a performance, forms of self- and societal 
dressage. The simultaneous showing of the rehearsal and full-costume ver-
sion at Performa and the Gagosian Gallery illuminates that artistic dres-
sage draws from both the dancers’ individual training and the collective 
rehearsal process, and reflect societal conditioning, training, and rehearsal 
processes. Adopting the rehearsal format as work enables, as Sabeth Bu-
chmann notes, that also visual art production can make its collective and 
collaborative work process visible.121

Figure 3.11  Yvonne Rainer, Trio A, 1978, video still, MoMA Collection, camera-
man Robert Alexander, Copyright: Yvonne Rainer, 2021, Courtesy of 
the Video Data Bank, School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
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Foley visually and choreographically references Rainer’s now fetishised 
Judson Church pieces, the casual, everyday aesthetic of which has become 
a keystone for many contemporary dance practices. While Rainer’s dance 
came about through aligning with her own embodied animality, Kelley 
and Foley’s horse dances satirise the way in which Rainer’s approach to 
dance has, over time, been commercialised and incorporated into both 
dance and visual art institutions, through the continuation of what Sher-
ril Dodds describes as hegemonic ‘elite aesthetic canons’.122 In contrast to 
Rainer’s interest in developing a new movement vocabulary, Foley and 
Kelley were not interested in creating new artistic forms but in exposing 
the dressage that artists have to perform in order to realise themselves as 
artists in a capitalist society. As a dance performance is a form of artistic 
labour, which is exchanged similarly to a material-based art commodity, 
Kelley and Foley’s horse dances highlight the fetish character that Rainer’s 
canonised performance work has today, about 40 years after its premiere.

Operating between creative play and labour, Sianne Ngai posits that 
the ‘zany’ performer at once dramatises his refusal to be productive and is 
also ‘passionately committed to his work’.123 Within that aesthetic trans-
formation, she uses the category of the zany to describe a ‘politically am-
biguous intersection between cultural and occupational performance’ that 
connects ‘popular and avant-garde practice across a wide range of media’ 
in contemporary artistic work.124 The zany artist operates, she suggests, as 
a ‘service provider’ within the ‘performance-driven, information-saturated 
and networked, hypercommodified’ world of late capitalism.125 The zany 
underpins the popular incorporation of live performances into the infra-
structures of contemporary art, where they operate as popular entertain-
ment events.

Performance in the Enrichment Economy

As Kelley and Foley’s horse dances were already presented as videos in 
2004 and 2005, their live restaging in the Performa Biennial exemplifies 
the expanded understanding of what counts as live performance. Estab-
lished in 2005, Performa was one of the first international performance 
biennials that not only curated but also commissioned new work from 
artists working across the performing and visual arts. It functions as both 
a nonprofit commissioning agency and production company.126 Supported 
by private and public funding, the festival puts on approximately 100 
large- and small-scale performance events all over New York City every 
other November to celebrate, as its website states, ‘the remarkable his-
tory of performance in art history’.127 Together with her groundbreaking 
book Performance Art: From Futurism to the Present, Goldberg’s per-
formance biennial offsets an international tendency for art institutions to 
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commission, collect, and exhibit interdisciplinary performances in art gal-
leries and museums alongside object-based art.128

Mike Kelley’s collaboration with Foley resonates with two of Claire 
Bishop’s observations about the development of artistic performances: 
First, ‘visual art performances’ rely on hiring performers skilled in the per-
forming arts; and, second, the ‘dance exhibition’ model has emerged in the 
2010s as a new interdisciplinary exhibition strategy.129 This institutional 
approximation of the visual and performing arts, through what Bishop 
calls the ‘dance exhibition’ model, has emerged as a new interdisciplinary 
exhibition strategy since the 2010s.130 The year after Kelley presented his 
live musical at Performa, Stephanie Rosenthal curated Move: Choreo-
graphing You (2010) at the Hayward Gallery in London, which was also 
shown at the Haus der Kunst in Munich.131 This exhibition project was 
devoted to staging dance inside the museum. Almost simultaneously with 
Rosenthal’s show, the Tate presented several live performances by chore-
ographers in its museum space, including works by Tino Seghal, Xavier 
Le Roy, and Jérôme Bel. In 2012, Tate Modern opened Tanks, a space 
devoted to the interdisciplinary staging of live performances, installations, 
and film works. Three years later, Tate’s international art curator, Cath-
erine Wood, temporarily transformed the museum into an imagined Musée 
de la danse in collaboration with the French choreographer-dancer Boris 
Charmatz, who at that time directed the Centre Chorégraphique National 
de Rennes et de Bretagne. Together, they programmed the popular two-
day event in May 2015 and exhibited historical and contemporary dance 
work, bringing live dance into an imagined ‘dance museum’. 132

The incorporation of dance into contemporary art institutions is, fol-
lowing Sven Lütticken, a ‘product of late capitalist expansion’, and one 
that stages artistic performance as live spectacle.133 The increased interest 
in and exhibition of live performances in these kinds of public spaces, 
spaces that were once devoted solely to object-based art, resonates with 
the formation of a neoliberal attention economy. The interest of art institu-
tions in performance illustrates what Luc Boltanski and Arnaud Esquerre 
call ‘the enrichment economy’, an economy that is based on attention and 
ephemeral services rather than on possession and objects, and whose live 
events function ‘to enrich what already exists’.134

The presentation of Kelley and Foley’s two horse dance versions rein-
forces contemporary dance’s subsumption into the structures of visual art 
at the turn of the twenty-first-century. It also reflects the absorption of 
artistic critique into the institution as a form of in-house production. It is 
precisely the horse dances’ appropriated aesthetics that enable Kelley to be 
critical of the political and economic dressage mechanisms within which 
his collaborative work operates. Kelley and Foley’s pantomime horse 
dances appropriate Rainer’s post-modern style and zany aesthetics in a 
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playful and satirical manner. Presented in the context of the nonprofit Per-
forma Biennial, they are driven by animal needs and economic necessities. 
Through their critically enacted embodied animality, Kelley and Foley’s 
pieces expose the mechanisms of societal dressage that apply to artists and 
cultural workers.

Performing Infrastructural Critique

Kelley’s decision to perform a wider societal critique brings to mind Hal 
Foster’s recent warning. Foster notes that artistic production is always 
prone to redoubling the ‘nihilism’ that an ‘alienated society’ produces.135 
Kelley and Foley’s dancing horses constitute a practice of infrastructural 
critique: As humans mostly do not perform so differently from animals, 
the incorporation of a critically applied form of embodied animality points 
toward the ironic possibility that people can, at least theoretically, free 
themselves from the societal dressage that provides and preserves the in-
frastructures of contemporary capitalism.

Although any critique of political economy is always prone to becom-
ing subsumed within capitalist operations, dancing horse performances 
have—as the analyses of these three critical horse dances have demon-
strated—the potential to rebalance societal dressage and embodied ani-
mality through productively enacted forms of self-dressage. Foley and 
Kelley’s performances are to a certain extent reproducing societal dres-
sage, as their institutionalisation and embeddedness in cultural circulation 
reflect, but they also leave room for embodied animality to critically, even 
if sometimes only performatively, interfere with the status quo. Such self-
critical artistic performances remind us of the importance to resist fully 
giving in to the dressage mechanisms of contemporary capitalism.

Conclusion: Allegorical Criticism

The staging of horseless dancing horse performances brings forth the ten-
sions and overlaps operating between societal dressage, self-dressage, and 
embodied animality: Rose English’s dancing horse performance Quadrille, 
which aesthetically critiques patriarchal dressage with its grotesquely en-
tangled human–animal dance aesthetics, reminds us that emancipatory 
feminist movements have successfully altered how women can perform 
their societal dressage with political economy; Yvonne Rainer’s self-dressaged 
dancing horses, embedded within the experimental and postmodernist 
American performance scene in the late 1960s, reinforces that human and 
animal animality is not performed in contrast to, but is aligned to their 
alienation; and Mike Kelley and Kate Foley’s pantomime horse dance ex-
poses that an artistic performance spectacle can stage a societal critique 
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of its dressage mechanisms in the form of a commodified dressage per-
formance. As human animality can only be dialectically defined together 
with, and against, a conception of the productively labouring human, the 
way it is performed is aligned with how humans incorporate their animali-
ties within the alienating societal infrastructures. In this sense, animality is 
inclusive in artistic performances, because without animality, there would 
be no dressage; and without the performance practice of dressage, a form 
of labour, a conception of bodily animality—just as that of the practice of 
self-dressage and its infrastructural critique—would not exist.

The chapter’s allegorical reading of dancing horse choreographies high-
lights that abstractly performed and speechless human performances offer 
ideal means through which to critique patriarchal, artistic, and economic 
infrastructures. As artistic performances have been increasingly incorpo-
rated into the capitalist dressage operations over the second half of the 
twentieth-century, ‘the ethos of [artistic] critique’ is today faced with, 
Elisabeth Anker and Rita Felski observe, the challenges that economic in-
frastructures impose onto the arts and the humanities.136 Dancing horse 
performances are therefore useful allegories to explore how artists have 
self-critically performed their dressaged animalities and challenged infra-
structural hierarchies. English, Rainer, Kelley, and Foley’s dancing horse 
formations not only give way to new forms of cultural analysis but they 
also encourage us to practice criticism against discriminating political, 
economic, and artistic dressage practices. Their abstract, narrative-free, 
and yet corporeally performed horse dances provide an effective site for 
societal critique.

I want to end this chapter with a brief commentary on Anne Imhof’s more 
recent take on societally conditioned human and animal animality in her per-
formance practice, as I now move from a discussion of how English, Rainer, 
Foley, and Kelley’s dancing horse allegories critique the infrastructurally in-
stalled patriarchal, artistic, and economic dressage mechanisms in a visual art 
context to that of real animal performers on the stage.

Imhof’s performances appropriate culturally encoded gestures, famous 
ready-made fashion brands, dramatic music, everyday consumer objects, 
and living animals. Over the past few years, she has consistently integrated 
real dogs (Faust, 2017), falcons and tortoises (Angst, 2016), Flemish gi-
ant rabbits (DEAL, 2015), and mules (Aqua Leo, 2013) in her perfor-
mance choreographies, as well as the self-dressaged animalities of several 
other artists to realise her commissioned performances collaboratively. At 
the beginning of her career, the German artist Anne Imhof repeatedly ad-
dressed the socio-economic condition of societal dressage through the in-
clusion of real animals in her live performances.

As part of her first institutional exhibition, Parade, at Portikus in Frank-
furt am Main in 2013, two real mules were held on a loose rope by two of 
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the eight performers of Aqua Leo, 1st of at least two (Fig. 3.12). Human 
and animal performers were featured alongside Red Bull can packages, 
next to a white gym square that was glued onto the floor. In the gallery 
space, her human and animal performers ‘hung out’ for the duration of the 
performance. Like the mules (offspring of male donkeys and female horses 
that cannot reproduce), Aqua Leo is an animal-like performance in which 
not much seems to happen. By exposing the cultural codes and bodily 
postures that the human and animal performers consciously and uncon-
sciously show off, Imhof’s work alludes to the critical impetus implicit in 
choosing to include animality in her work.

The straight lines drawn on the gallery floor in Imhof’s Aqua Leo, and 
the comparative staging of humans and animals echo how English tempo-
rarily installed equine miniature horse sculptures on green grass, as well as 
the squares that are glued onto the floor in the Judson Church gymnasium, 
where Kelley and Foley presented their Horse Dance. Performing within 
a similarly marked-off square, Imhof’s live work comparatively reinforces 
the fact that just as embodied human and animal behaviours indeed par-
take in choreographed artistic performances, performance is also a tool 
to stage a critique of its very own socio-economic condition of dressage. 
The integration of animals in Imhof’s live work allegorically underpins the 

Figure 3.12  Anne Imhof, Parade: Aqua Leo, 1st of at least two, performance 
at Portikus, Frankfurt am Main, 2013, photograph Nadine Fracz-
kowski, Courtesy of the artist.

9781032574851_Ch03.indd   103 29/11/24   12:27 PM



104 The Critique of Dressage

idea that artists can self-critically stage their societal dressage. As it says 
in the press release of Imhof’s Venice Biennale performance Faust (2017), 
which included Doberman dogs, the performers move as if invisible power 
structures had permeated their bodies: They appear to be ‘both ‘dressaged 
(dressiert) and fragile’, as if they were just ‘material’, and yet they seem to 
rebel against ‘their own objectification’.137 The paradoxical entanglement 
of objectification and subjectification implied in Imhof’s performance 
works is neatly addressed by Donna Haraway, who asks, how ‘to matter 
and not just want to matter?’.138

Resonating with Haraway’s performative question and Vinciane De-
spret and Isabelle Stengers’ feminist dictum—‘think we must’—the per-
formance analysis in this book intends to, through writing, interfere in 
the ways social and economic dressage is practiced.139 As the practice of 
writing theory and art is entangled with other not text-based forms of 
practice, it is important to continue to negotiate how we, humans, interact 
differently with humans and animals in our co-inhabited social infrastruc-
tures and environments. As the absence of living horses in this chapter has 
foregrounded, we have to focus first on how human agency is societally 
enacted and individually performed, before we can critique how animals 
can come to perform within our anthropocentric infrastructures and ac-
cording to human ideologies.
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 82 Benjamin, W., ‘On the Mimetic Faculty’ (1933), in: One-Way Street and Other 
Writings, Jephcott, E. and Shorter, K. (trans.), London: NLB, 1979, pp. 160–3.
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in a Biopolitical Context’, in: Law, Culture and the Humanities, Vol. 6, No. 1, 
2010, pp. 8–23, here p. 11.
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The Ethics of Dressage
Non-Acting Dressage Acts

Dressage […] has its rhythms; breeders know them. Learning has its own, 
which educators know. Training also has its rhythms, which accompany 
those of dancers and tamers [dresseurs]. All different, they unite (or must be 
united), in the same way as the organs in a body. […] One does not break-
in a horse like a dog, nor a carthorse like a racehorse […] Certain animals 
refuse dressage. Can one break-in […] or only educate them?1

Although breeding, learning, and training are distinct practices and follow 
their own rhythms, Henri Lefebvre argues in his theory of dressage that 
they should be united to make the overall dressage performance of humans 
and animals self-consistent. Rhythm, he writes, emerges everywhere there 
is interaction.2 Lefebvre’s questioning of whether animals can be educated, 
instead of being forcefully ‘broken-in’, forms part of his rhythmanalysis.3 
The activities forming the practice of dressage that he describes reflect not 
only his ethical critique of societal dressage, but also prompt questions 
about the possibilities to change how humans and animals come to per-
form, and therefore perceive what we call reality. As his theory of dressage 
depends on how dressage is conceived of, as well as physically performed, 
he points out that one starts ‘with full consciousness of the abstract and 
arrives at the concrete and [this] has practical consequences’.4 And because 
the societal performances of humans and animals depend on their dura-
tion, intensities, and rewards, Lefebvre notes that an educative approach 
to dressage opens up a way to facilitate ethical bodily rhythms in the every 
day, including working life.

Lefebvre’s investigation into how humans and animals can more rhyth-
mically perform their societal dressage underpins the theoretical questions 
implicit in my dialectical concept of dressaged animality. Departing from 
a critique of the lived, everyday rhythms of social, political, and economic 
dressage, this chapter analyses how human actors have staged and inter-
acted with real animals in a selection of experimental theatre productions. 

4

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.
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It focuses on Rose English’s My Mathematics (1992–94), Joseph Beuys’s 
Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie (1969), and Bartabas’s Ex Anima (2019) and 
outlines how these three performances criticise theatre’s anthropocentric 
form of presenting a prescripted play.

While, in the previous chapter, the human dancers imaginatively per-
form as choreographed dancing horses—as corporeally staged horse al-
legories—in cultural performance spaces, the animal and human stage 
actors in this chapter are flesh-and-blood, live performers in their own 
right. Instead of presenting human and animal actors as performing cultur-
ally prescribed roles, English, Beuys, and Bartabas produce experimental 
‘dressage acts’, in which the animals are allowed to interactively perform 
with the artists, and produce their own roles and characters.

Applying the concept of dressaged animality to experimental artistic 
performances displayed on theatre stages, theatrical dressage acts with real 
animals, I suggest, demonstrate that there is the possibility for socially 
conditioned, trained, and performing humans to sensuously and respon-
sively perform with other animals, rather than militantly forcing them to 
perform for and with them. English, Beuys, and Bartabas’s performances 
draw attention to the artists’ interactively performed ethics, which, in turn, 
enables the artists to break free from the theatrical spell that the social and 
cultural infrastructure of the theatre reproduces. Their performances with 
animals offer therefore sites for rethinking established modes of stage act-
ing, which, in turn, prompt us to reconsider culturally ingrained dressage 
practices that are applied to and performed by humans and animals.

Performing with Animals

It is well known that performing with pre-trained animals, even on the 
stage, is a risky undertaking, as they have their own ways of acting and 
reacting. In the human–animal dressage acts that I analyse, the animals 
neither metaphorically stand in for human actors, nor do they perform as 
animal figures. Animal actors are, similar to children, not fully controlla-
ble, and yet they are, like human actors, socially conditioned, trained, and 
rehearsed their acting before performing publicly. English, Beuys, and Bar-
tabas’s theatrical performances negotiate societal dressage and embodied 
animality interactively with ‘acting’ animals: The animalities of the stage 
human and animal performers are, to a certain degree, affirmed in the 
artistic dressage performances but, as both of their actions are limited in 
the theatre set-ups, the agencies of the human and animal performers can 
merely be performatively realised. While the artists have conceptualised the 
dressage acts and chosen to perform in them, the animal actors have only 
limited efficacy in the sense of acting on the stage. And yet, as real animals 
co-determine what is actually presented in the artists’ theatrical dressage 
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acts, they operate as real ‘agents of disruption’, as Lourdes Orozco sug-
gests, and offset an investigation into ‘the ethics of responsibility at play’.5 
Bartabas, Beuys, and English’s acting performances with real animals set 
into motion, therefore, a reconsideration of how dressage is practiced, to-
gether with animals.

The focus on ethics in regard to aesthetics in this chapter, in contrast 
to the historical chapter where I focus on the relationship of morals and 
Realpolitik, provides an idealistic human–animal performance model and 
facilitates my concept of dressaged animality. Through it, I analyse how 
the artists enact human and nonhuman agencies, which exposes the (an-
thropocentric) ethics implicit in interactions with animals. Ted Nannicelli 
refers to such an analytical approach to artistic work that uses animals as a 
‘production-orientated ethico-political approach’ which opens up ground 
for ‘ethico-political criticism’ on a structural level.6 Besides identifying 
‘ethico-political’ undercurrents in the case studies, this chapter presents 
what Nannicelli calls an ‘interpretation-oriented approach’ to art, which 
is based on specialised knowledge about artistic performance production.7

English, Beuys, and Bartabas’s decision to take living animals as their co-
performers and interact with them in their dressage acts forms part of the 
increasing inclusion of animals in artistic performance from the post-war 
period of the 1950s onwards. The staging of real animals in contemporary 
performance represents a means to rethink the embeddedness of artistic per-
formances in the societal infrastructure. The animals are, similar to the art-
ists English, Beuys, and Bartabas, there to perform themselves as animals. 
Paying close attention to how animals are made to, and are allowed to, 
perform and interact with the human actors in stage performances provides 
us with, as Jennifer Parker-Starbuck and Lourdes Orozco observe, a better 
understanding of how ‘human subjectivity’ is societally shaped.8

Inside the Theatre Space, A Non-Acting Approach

As animals come to perform as both realist and non-acting flesh-and-
blood mediums and actors, together with their human co-performers, per-
formances with real animals pose a challenge to theatre’s metaphorical, 
narrative-led, and illusionist performances. To analyse approaches of act-
ing with animals in contemporary performance in detail, I introduce the 
idealist term of ‘non-acting’, deriving from Michael Kirby’s discussion of 
‘acting/not-acting’.9 I use it to outline that the humans and animals in the 
dressage act that I analyse in this chapter do not metaphorically stand in 
for human actors, but come to present their characters. Such performances 
with animals therefore link theatre’s symbolism with corporeal realism.

It is important to stress that a non-acting approach does not indicate 
that a stage performance of humans and animals is authentic, nor does it 
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suggest that it is not planned, choreographed, pre-scripted, and rehearsed. 
Instead, a non-acting approach facilitates re- and inter-actions between 
human and animal stage actors and incorporates a possible element of 
chance. It represents an ethico-political reaction to species differences and 
determines the visual appearance and course of a live performance. As 
Michael Shane Boyle, Matt Cornish, and Brandon Woolf note, theatrical 
artistic practices give form to, and are formed by, what is being put on a 
show as performance.10 A non-acting approach that human actors per-
form with animals generates therefore a distinct performance aesthetics of 
dressaged animality.

The concept of theatrical non-acting that I outline in this chapter reso-
nates with the staging of theatrical experiences referred to as ‘Happenings’, 
produced by visual artists in the late 1950s and early 1960s, primarily in 
New York.11 Happenings were live events, staged in site-specific locations 
for an audience. The emergence of Happenings coincided with the increas-
ing presence of real animals in artistic performances and did, in a similar 
way, provocatively counter theatre’s fully scripted performance approach, 
as well as the visual art world’s focus on the production of material ob-
jects. The form of acting shown in traditional theatres and Happenings are 
different, Michael Kirby notes, because the actors in Happenings, in con-
trast to theatre actors, do not ‘play roles’ but are regarded as ‘characters’ 
in their pre-conceptualised live events: Artists that produced Happenings 
‘scripted’ and ‘played’ their own characters, instead of merely re-enacting 
prescribed theatrical roles.12

Non-acting is staged by ‘dressed up’ human actors in stage costumes, 
as well as by non-costumed animal actors. To recall from Chapter II, the 
etymology of the term dressage points towards the interconnectedness be-
tween performed actions and dressing: The French verb dresser started 
to change its meaning from training, preparing, making straight to dress-
ing in the first half of the fifteenth-century. Although a costume shapes 
the corporeal performance of the actors, it can, however, as Aoife Monks 
writes, also be taken off.13 The corporeal dressage of the human and ani-
mal actors, in contrast, can however not be ‘taken off’ like clothes, as it 
infiltrates into one’s habitual way of moving and ‘acting’ and shapes the 
actors’ characters.

Furthermore, performances with animals—such as English, Beuys, and 
Bartabas’ dressage acts—are reminiscent of what Hans-Thies Lehmann 
calls post-dramatic theatre. This is a form of theatrical performance that 
advances from a Brechtian alienation (Verfremdung) approach, makes its 
performance techniques visible, and is not primarily led by text: It does 
not mimetically reproduce historical and institutionalised acting and per-
formance-making practices but intentionally incorporates improvisation.14 
Instead of didactically making the asymmetry between human and animal 
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agency visible, as the subject of their performances, they stage respon-
sive interactions between them which are representative of their subjective 
ethics. Rose English’s vaudeville-like speech and physical performances, 
Joseph Beuys’s physical performance actions (Aktionen), and Bartabas’s 
circus-like performances with trained animals, produce, stage, and per-
form the artists’ performances alongside that of their animal co-actors.

The inclusion of animals in artistic works implies the aesthetisation 
of ‘things’ that are not immediately considered as being relevant. This 
aesthetisation, however, can lead to, as the German philosopher Juliane 
Rebentisch stresses, the ‘penetrat[ion of] the deep structures of the way 
we understand both ourselves and our political culture’: Aesthetising has 
the potential, she observes, to transform our understanding of ethics and 
politics by making the aesthetised alien to its initial meaning.15 English, 
Beuys, and Bartabas’s aesthetic uses of animals exemplify Rebentisch’s re-
mark, as they include animals as stage actors and not as static symbolic or 
task-performing props. The demonstratively ethico-politically concerned 
performances of these artists not only sensitise the viewers through the 
presence of the animals in regard to living agency but they also non-di-
dactically—and yet educatively—visualise the limits of human and animal 
agency. Without shocking their viewers with a theatrical demonstration 
of violence being enacted on real animals in a morally didactic or Brech-
tian tone, their theatrical dressage acts show how responsively, interactive 
human–animal engagements on the stage can offer a way to critique the 
societally ingrained (legal, cultural, and mental) asymmetry between the 
agency of humans and animals.16

Exploring the Limits of Posthumanist Ethics

To question culturally ingrained, anthropocentric forms of acting and in-
teracting, the chapter progresses from a posthumanist approach, which 
analyses performative human–animal interactions in experimental theatre 
productions, to a Marxist mode of socio-economic analysis, which takes 
the capitalist framework in which performance operates into account. 
While the Marxist theory is caught in the dialectics of class struggle under-
pinning capitalist production, and does not focus on analysing the social 
relations forming the political economy on a micro-level, Karen Barad’s 
posthumanist and science-critical approach is helpful to critique histori-
cally predefined social markers and habitualised behaviours that humans 
perform towards animals, and to reimagine more ethical, and less dis-
criminating human–animal performance forms.17 With her concept of 
‘agential intra-action’, forming part of her ‘agential realism’ framework, 
she turns the idea of humans being superior to other living beings on its 
head.18 Drawing on Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’ in the first part of  
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this chapter reveals the limitations of Marxist analysis, while the last case 
study—which takes the materialist economic dimension into account— 
exposes also the limitations of her posthumanist theory. As the interac-
tively performed dressage acts of English, Beuys, and Bartabas negotiate 
performance forms of human and animal acting, their individual ap-
proaches resonate with the aspirations of posthumanist theory and demo-
cratic ideals to resist a totalising political-ideological subjectification of 
humans and animals.

Chapter Summary

This chapter begins with the analysis of Rose English’s evening-long vaude-
ville performance, My Mathematics (1992–93). English, an untrained ac-
tor and equestrian, performs her non-acting interactively with a horse and 
puts a comedic horse play on the show. As she neither physically nor ver-
bally forces her co-performer to obediently perform with her, My Math-
ematics provides a glimpse into how rehearsed performances can stage 
‘real’ physical interactions between dressaged human and animal perform-
ers in the form of a theatrical performance. It is English’s self-critical ap-
proach to working with and staging a dressaged horse on a theatre stage 
that exposes, and yet theatrically plays with, the power imbalances that 
exist between human and animal actors.

In contrast to English, the following section analyses Joseph Beuys’s 
absurdist and ontologically-rooted stage performance, Titus Andronicus/
Iphigenie (1968), which radically deconstructs theatre’s narrative and an-
thropocentric form. He creates a performance that shows the difficulty 
of producing a ‘make-believe’ theatre play. While Beuys performs in the 
foreground, a real horse is left to its own devices in the background of the 
stage. The physical presence and non-acting of Beuys and his nonhuman 
stage actor point towards, I posit, the limit of what and how some-thing 
can be performed on a theatre stage. The moments in which the hay-eating 
horse voluntarily pays attention to him highlight Beuys’s attempts to let 
the animal be there with him on the stage, without asking it to perform 
spectacular circus tricks with or for him, or for the audience.

In the last part of this chapter, I focus on Bartabas’s spectacular show, 
Ex Anima (2017), which contrasts with both Beuys and English’s non-
acting performance approaches as they openly negotiate the agencies of 
their animal performers in and as their work. Although this performance 
of Bartabas’s multispecies company derives from his urge to show his per-
formance animals ‘as they really are’, his attempt to realise a theatrical 
dressage act with trained animals reinforces the impossibility of having 
animal performers act as if they were freely performing within the an-
thropocentric, socio-economic operations of the theatre. His circus-like 
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performance Ex Anima attempts to naturalise human–animal dressage 
through theatrical means.

Playing Comedians: Rose English’s My Mathematics

Rose English’s performance My Mathematics came about when John Ma-
jor took over the Conservative government from Margaret Thatcher in 
the role of prime minister in November 1990. Despite continuing to pri-
vatise public services, such as the rail, postal, and coal services, the British 
government then also started to increasingly support the NHS, the arts, 
schools, and reformed the higher education sector by merging universi-
ties with polytechnics. Amidst this political climate in the early 1990s, the 
British artist Rose English returned to her engagement with equestrian 
cultures. Back in the mid-1970s, she choreographed Quadrille, a perfor-
mance in which six women danced like horses. Quadrille, which I analyse 
in Chapter III, is a touchstone performance in her body of work: It focuses 
on the societal dressage of women and horses by criticising the dominat-
ing patriarchal politics that reproduce dressage norms by presenting the 
women as cross-species-dressed and dressaged animal performers. Now, 
17 years later, English takes centre stage herself. She puts an educative 
and yet ironically entertaining theatrical performance on show: In March 
1992, she premieres her horse play, My Mathematics, performed with a 
real stallion, on the large stage in Queen Elizabeth Hall, London, before 
it tours to several locations in Australia and America.19 Her show puts 
established norms of human and animal acting at stake by demonstrat-
ing that its dramaturgy comes about through her non-acting approach, 
shaped by responsive and sensuous interactions between her and her ani-
mal co-performer.

The red curtain of the theatre stage is closed when English first ap-
pears. The artist, formally trained in the visual arts and self-taught in 
diverse performance practices, introduces herself as the character of the 
faded showgirl and equestrian, Rosita Clavel. The costume that she wears 
creates the role that she performs. At the beginning of the evening, she is 
dressed in an extravagant, blue, floor-length dress, a striking blonde wig, 
and oversized black eyelashes. The lashes, made from real bird feathers 
by the British jeweller Simon Fraser, had the names of six horses attached 
(Fig. 4.1): Venus, Vulcan, Bonita, Beau & Beau, Princess, and Mathemat-
ics. English reveals in her opening speech that these names refer back 
to the days when she still had ‘a great troop of horses’, by which she 
means her dancing horses. The verbal staging of her past and the material 
appearance of these eye shutters reinforce the importance these animals 
have for English, and that she conceives of her human agency as having 
been shaped with them.
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Figure 4.1  Rose English, performance eyelashes, installation detail from The Eros 
of Understanding (Kunsthal Charlottenborg), 2014, Courtesy of Kun-
sthal Charlottenborg, Copenhagen, photograph by Anders Sune Berg.
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Following her introduction at the beginning of the performance, Eng-
lish invites members of the audience, one after another, to join her on the 
stage and come close to her to either trim her giant horse eyelashes with a 
pair of scissors, or to be butterfly-kissed by them. English uses this expres-
sion to describe being slapped by her extraordinary eye lashes. Her invita-
tion for audience participation is immediately followed by the self-ironic 
and aggressively voiced line: ‘I know, this is very early in the evening for 
audience participation but I’m a great believer in getting it all over with 
as soon as possible’.20 As the digitalised film version of My Mathematics, 
screened at the Theatre Royal in Brighton on 16 May 1993, shows, the 
audience responds to her verbal utterance with hesitant laughter. Having 
bridged the illusionistic gap that lies between the theatre stage and the 
audience, English begins a satirical monologue.

English’s play from the early 1990s correlates to what Lehmann later 
described as ‘postdramatic theatre’, which is a form of theatre that self-
critically reflects upon its illusionistic technique.21 English’s stagecraft 
feeds on the staging of ‘dialogues with imaginary others’, which is remi-
niscent of the work of the American actor and vocal artist Ruth Draper, an 
American performing artist (a diseuse) who developed a unique theatrical 
monologue style.22 English’s performance script demonstrates an attempt 
to critically distance herself from her previous work and her embodied 
ideologies, ‘her mathematics’. As she playfully puts into question what 
is intentionally, by chance, but also eventually not performed at all at a 
specific performance, it is the gap between philosophical abstraction and a 
performed reality, in which English’s entertaining show operates.

Rose English’s show, My Mathematics, is a rehearsed, scripted, and yet 
partially improvised theatre performance. Following the interactive eye-
lash scene with the audience, the next non-acting performance number 
in My Mathematics is the slapping scene, in which English hits a chaise 
longue with a whip and then shifts magic cones across a table while the 
musician, Ian Hill, seated at the back of the stage, accompanies her words 
and actions with music. These activities end with the red curtain shutting 
again for the intermission.23 Upon reopening, English reappears dressed 
down, wearing a lascivious white G-string leotard that reveals her na-
ked buttocks. Still wearing the horse eyelashes, she is joined by another 
performer—the English Palomino stallion, Goldy, a trick horse that she 
borrowed for the night from his owner and trainer, Joan Rosaire, based 
outside of London. Goldy stands loosely and calmly in the centre of the 
stage, inside the round-shaped area that was partly covered with sand. 
Apart from wearing a bitless cord head collar, his uncovered fur is brightly 
illuminated by the stage light.

When Rosita turns to the dressaged (socially conditioned, trained, and 
functionally tacked up) stallion, she calls him ‘my Mathematics, the horse 
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who studies its own form’, ‘my beloved’, or ‘the horse who knows its his-
tory’.24 The nickname of the horse is reminiscent of Tony Morrison’s novel 
The Beloved, where the beloved operates as an allegory of love to describe 
the search for the self and the one who loves it.25 English’s speech act of 
naming and symbolically valuing Goldy as the beloved produces the flesh-
and-blood animal’s stage role and its character in English’s My Mathemat-
ics. As the vaudeville-like performance progresses through the responsive 
interplay between English’s and Goldy’s performed actions, the dressage 
acts that follow between English’s ‘costumed’ and Goldy’s ‘naked’ real-
life persona reinforce the fact that their performance roles are mimeti-
cally connected to the characters of the performers. English’s non-acting 
approach shows that human dressage and intuitively acted-out animality 
are dependent on each other, with their costumes drawing attention to the 
connection between training, dressing, and performing.

Costumed Acting

In a lecture given at the V&A in London in 2001, two years after My 
Mathematics, Rose English tells her listeners, ‘wearing a costume was a 
question of being worn. Let it wear you; some roles are the costume’.26 Her 
observation, based on the many fancy-dress costumed performances that 
she had produced, draws attention to the interdependence of putting on a 
costume and performing a particular role. The interdependence between 
human and animal acting in English’s performance is also reflected in their 
dressing style. Costumes touch, affect and inform the bodies that wear 
them. Although a costume visually shapes the performances of a stage 
character, it is ultimately the performers who give the costume its real 
meaning through their performed actions.

Sociology scholar of dress, Joanne Entwistle, notes, following Judith 
Butler’s social constructivism of gendered humans, that bodies are always 
already perceived as being dressed bodies because their identities are so-
cially constructed. The repeated and habitualised gestures and the ways 
humans perform in costume imbue, Entwistle points out, their activities 
with social meaning.27 Her comment stresses that social conditioning, 
training, performing, and the often superficially perceived act of dress-
ing cannot be separated, as it is their interdependence that produces stage 
characters and adds meaning to the actions. It is pertinent to remember 
that the French verb dresser shifted from its original meaning, the act of 
preparing, setting up, and training an animal, to actual dressing by the end 
of the fourteenth-century.28 Similar to how costumes add to the ways in 
which performers are perceived, and yet remain separate entities, the man-
ner in which dressaged actors perform specific roles cannot be separated 
from their bodily animalities as they animate their actions.
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English found the erotic leotard costume that she wore in the second half 
of My Mathematics accidentally. On one of her visits to the Lisson Gallery in 
London, which had championed the work of many minimal and conceptual 
male artists, including Dan Flavin, Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and Sol LeWitt 
since the 1960s, she turned left, instead of right to get to the gallery, and 
encountered Trends—a second-hand costume shop in Marylebone.29After 
telling the women running the shop about Rosita Clavel, English was of-
fered a white G-string cowboy-like leotard, which was cut at the bottom 
and decorated with fringes hanging down from the shoulders. The costume 
had previously been used for dance productions in the famous Parisian night 
club, coincidentally called Le Crazy Horse de Paris. The name of the club 
was appropriated from the tribal name of the Native American war leader, 
Tashunka Witko, who defended the land of the Lakota tribe against the 
white American settlers, and who ended up suing the club. The club’s West-
ern and commercial appropriation of his name is also visible in the style of 
the elastic bodysuits that its dancers wore, which problematically merged 
(whitewashed) exoticism with erotic features.

The leotard form of the nightclub’s costume is of French origin. It was 
invented by the French acrobatic performer Jules Léotard in the nineteenth- 
century and was mainly worn by men for circus and aerial acts. By the 
1970s, it was revived as a popular dress code for showgirls on Broadway 
and in the pop music industry. Although English makes use of the erotic 
and culturally appropriated cowboy-like fringe costumes of the night 
club’s female dancers, the nightclub’s costume received a second critical 
stage life. Her flesh-tone costume stages English as the eroticised and semi-
naked, animalised, blonde-wigged human stage character Rosita Clavel, 
who acts with, but also seemingly contrasts, her naked golden-coloured 
animal co-performer. The performance aesthetics of the stage costumes 
that Rose and Goldy wore reinforced their embodied animalities.

Conceiving the comparison between the sexualised female human actor 
and the undressed stallion as a feminist critique of the societal dressage of 
women, it is worth recalling Roland Barthes’ comment on Parisian strip-
tease. A woman, Barthes writes, ‘is desexualised at the very moment when 
she is stripped naked’: It is the ‘artificial clothing’ that draws attention to 
the ‘natural vesture’ of the women’s body.30 The furry and yet ‘naked’ ani-
mal who performs with English underpins the role of her costume operat-
ing as a ‘vehicle for affect’, as Jill Dolan describes in her writing about the 
drag artist David Alexander Jones.31 The leotard’s G-string that English 
wore particularly adds to the erotic sexualisation of her stage persona. As 
Barthes noted, the G-string’s geometrical triangular shape points directly 
towards the body’s sexual parts.32 It is therefore the lascivious costume 
that sexualises English’s stage character and provocatively stages a theatri-
cal and eroticised form of human animality.
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English’s performance as the semi-naked showgirl persona demonstrates 
that women actors are still often reduced to their sexual identity markers, 
which reproduce their characters and roles according to culturally ingrained 
gender roles. English’s intentionally sexualised performance mocks the cul-
tural eroticisation of the female sex with the Westernised cowboy costume. 
Biological sex, as her performance foregrounds, defines a character similar 
to race (species belonging)—and yet its sex and species belonging are just 
two identity markers of the multiple components that define the character 
and behaviour of human and animal actors, and consequently how they can 
enact their societally conditioned dressaged animalities.

As both the non-acting undressed animal and the costumed human actor 
performs specific roles and tasks in My Mathematics, English’s self-staging 
as a sexualised female actor next to her dressaged animal co-performer 
challenges the anthropocentric perception of the animal as a ‘beast’ that is 
unable to control its behaviour, a point of view that is so deeply anchored 
in culture, dating back centuries, to the Christian imaginary. Jacques Der-
rida points out in his seminal essay, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 
that animals are in truth not naked. He notes that animals are only naked 
in the eyes of the dressed-up humans who are the only animal species that 
dresses itself; and in making clothing ‘one of the “properties” of man’, 
humans create the idea of the animal being ‘naked’.33 The act of describing 
someone as being naked operates therefore similarly to the act of dressing 
and training—which is a human activity that creates symbolic meaning.

In My Mathematics, the animal is, in contrast to English’s sexualising 
outfit, only technically dressed. The stallion wears a light, bitless head col-
lar made out of chord so that English could, if needed, grab him. The show’s 
contrast between English’s sexually provocative performance costume and 
the staging of the nude Goldy foregrounds that modes of dressing are, like 
acting, socially conditioned and therefore repeatedly practiced. The non-
acting, costumed human and naked animal performers in My Mathematics 
corporeally perform what lies in between forms of acting and not-acting, 
dressing and training, dressage and animality.

‘Intra-action’: Rehearsing the Dressage Act

Acting is always interactive, taking place between and because of par-
ticular social, political, and economic relations. The politics of acting are 
rooted in ‘relations of power’ that is, as Joe Kelleher puts it, distributed 
‘across social relations, among different groups or classes or interests that 
make up, however momentarily, a social body’; and it goes without say-
ing, he points out, that this distribution of power is often unequal.34 Goldy, 
the animal performer who was taken to the stage due to English’s ‘will 
to power’, to borrow Nietzsche’s term, in My Mathematics, allegorically 
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stages how human politics, or human acting, reinforces control over ani-
mals in the theatre, a performance site in which nonhuman actors are 
rather unusual performers.35 Nicolas Ridout, too, notes that the inclusion 
of animals in the theatre points towards the power imbalances that have 
driven human/animal relationships on and off the stage within capital-
ism.36 In My Mathematics, the horse is, however, not there to be shown as 
a symbol of human power excised over animals, but performs a critique of 
the power relations that have reified humans’ relationships with animals 
and commodified them into living props.

Highly aware of the ethically risky undertaking of wanting to act with 
and, at the same time, control an animal, English stressed the problem of 
trying ‘to develop what my co-performers say’ in the performance script of 
My Mathematics, before starting the actual performance rehearsal. When 
working on the script of the theatre performance, The Double Wedding, 
staged the year before, she writes in her personal notes, ‘to write but to 
write what?’37 To resolve the paradox of producing a script before having 
met and worked with a living animal, the performance shows that she 
decided to develop the script for the second part of her show with the 
horse. This required her to learn to perform with a horse in a rehearsal 
process lasting several weeks (Fig. 4.2). Months before My Mathematics 

Figure 4.2  Rose English, My Mathematics—development process, the artist work-
ing with the performing horse Charlie, Sydney, 1992, Courtesy of Rose 
English Studio Archive.
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took place, English spent weeks getting to know Goldy at his domestic 
habitat, in his yard, before taking him down to the theatre. Goldy and 
English played and worked together and, over time, they developed Eng-
lish’s performance script through performing interactively.

English’s openness to letting the rehearsal process determine the actual 
performance blurs the line between acting and non-acting, anthropocen-
tric dressage and human/animal animality, and gives way to their collabo-
ratively staged non-acting—a form of acting that stages moments in which 
socially conditioned and trained practices of dressage overlap with the 
viscerally, intuitively performed animalities of human and animal actors. 
Such rehearsed ways of non-acting demonstrate how distinct agencies can 
act together, without forcefully making their actions identical. The sensu-
ous interactive quality of their co-performance defines how they stage their 
dressage together.

English’s attentive rehearsal process and performance resonate with Ka-
ren Barad’s ‘agential realist’ concept of ‘intra-action’, which forms part 
of her diffractive, ontological, epistemological model. Informed by Der-
ridian and Foucauldian philosophy, she negotiates the entanglement of 
different ontologies, epistemologies, and ethics. Barad suggests that hu-
man and nonhuman agency is formed through their interactions. Agen-
cies, she writes, ‘are only distinct in a relational, not an absolute sense’ 
because ‘they don’t exist as individual elements’.38 Her posthuman concept 
of agency, operating as a ‘matter of interacting’, is an enactment of inter-
active practices and the Cartesian cut, which presumes an inherent dis-
tinction between subject and object. Her concept of ‘interaction’ offers a 
new term to think ‘the other’, the animal actor here, as being interactively 
defined with human agency.

Similarly to Barad, the Slovenian Hegelian philosopher Mladen 
Dolar analyses the dialectical relation between two distinct entities but 
goes one step further. He visualises the Cartesian cut through the Ying 
Yang symbol and argues that ‘there is a two, but there is no relation. 
There is no relation between One and the Other, they don’t complement 
each other’.39 His reference to the Maoist dictum from the 1960s—
‘One divides into two, two doesn’t merge into one’—foregrounds that 
traditional ontologies have constructed the ‘other’, the object versus 
the subject, in order to turn subjects to objects, and not objects into 
subjects. Furthermore, Barad’s performative attempt to universally 
overcome dualistic and differential thinking, and ideally also actions, 
resonates with Dolar’s dialectic difficulty in sublimating (aufheben as 
Hegel put it) two distinct entities with one subsuming ‘thing’. While 
Dolar points to the void as a reference to the missing other half, which 
is desired to feel whole, Barad proposes the metaphorical trope of ‘cut-
ting together/apart’ as one move, to stress that agencies can potentially 
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be transformed through interactive engagements.40 Her posthumanist 
approach to interaction performatively attempts to bring distinct and 
different agencies closer together.

As the rehearsal process of My Mathematics determines the actual form 
of the performance, English’s show reflects Barad’s approach to ‘intra- 
action’. But her performance also foregrounds that the ‘beloved’ horse 
actor operates as ‘the void’, as Dolar conceives of it as the counterpart to 
the self, the human actor. English herself regards the ‘rehearsal process’ 
as a site to ‘learn to speak to each other’, which keeps her from drown-
ing in her ‘own idiosyncrasy’.41 If rehearsal processes are, in the theatre, 
traditionally conceived of as a way to realise and perfect what has already 
been pre-conceptualised by a playwright, then English’s My Mathemat-
ics dramaturgically demonstrates that the rehearsal process—regarded as 
a way of working (a methodology)—can also create a performance. She 
does that by allowing the horse to interactively script and realise the per-
formance together with her. Their stage performance is both improvised 
but also pre-scripted through the rehearsals. English’s dramaturgical ap-
proach to performance-making with animals resonates with how Kathrin 
Busch describes René Pollesch’s post-dramatic approach. She suggests that 
he does not understand rehearsals as a site to repeat scripted actions to 
the point of automatisation and ‘rejects the idea that rehearsals serve to 
perfect something’.42 In experimental theatre practices, it is therefore ‘im-
possible to distinguish between rehearsal and performance’.43 A rehearsal 
is, following Annemarie Matzke, an ‘artistic [performance] practice’ in its 
own right.44

Although English and her beloved perform according to the pre-
viously co-developed script, their interactive stage acting also com-
prises moments of improvisation. In the stage performance, as in the 
rehearsal, English performs her agency in response to the reactions of 
her animal co-performer. She gives the professional trick horse the free-
dom to either follow or disobey her commands to perform the exercises 
that they have rehearsed. In the interspecies performance zone on the 
theatre stage, English politely asks Goldy, verbally and physically, to 
perform specific exercises with her, such as crossing his front legs (a so-
cially-conditioned gesture that has been attributed to women, so as to 
keep their legs closed), asking him to let her climb onto his back to ride 
him bareback in her G-string leotard, performing the Spanish walk, 
showing his bodily shape from the side to present his ‘form’, walking 
in a perfectly rounded circle and a figure of eight around her, bending 
one of his front legs, picking up a flower bucket, or rolling in the sand 
with her. If Goldy does not do what English asks him to perform, she 
transparently tells the audience that she did not communicate clearly 
enough with him.
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English’s self-critical approach to performing as the barely dressed per-
sona Rosita Clavel, with a horse, turns her theatre performance into a 
stand-up comedy show. The performance receives its comedic character 
insofar as English’s stage actions allow for and work with the animal’s 
reactions. She does not dominate the trick horse to perfectly stage the 
rehearsed performance numbers but performs in the same style as she re-
hearsed with the horse before. The artist’s openness to letting the rehearsal 
process determine the actual theatrical performance results in their co-
performed dressage act incorporating their human and animal animali-
ties interactively, within the predefined dressage operations of a theatre 
site. Their non-acting creates a mise-en-abyme, a picture within a picture, 
presented as live actions, within a performance. As English says in her 
soliloquy, at the beginning of the performance with Goldy, it was ‘a sort 
of number and yes it wasn’t really a number at all—it was really an anti-
number’.45 Her performed attitude towards horse-human engagements 
playfully destabilises culturally ingrained power structures operating be-
tween human and animal actors on the stage.

Off the Script, Who is Educating Whom?

My Mathematics was staged after a rehearsal process with different horses 
in England, Australia, and New York.46 This required English to develop 
a connection with the different horses and to remain open to improvisa-
tion to realise her show. In the recorded Brighton performance, the basket 
scene in which the horse has to pick up a flower basket with his mouth did 
not work out well for Rosita. When she asks Goldy to lift a flower basket 
off the ground for an instant (in which there was a small treat that he could 
have smelled), all he does is put his nose into the sand on the stage and 
pull the basket across the ground with his head. Rosita, talking both to the 
audience and the horse (who seems rather unimpressed by her verbal inter-
actions), takes it in good humour. As the recording shows, she takes over 
the horse’s task and says, ‘If you don’t do it, then I will, there is absolutely 
nothing humiliating about performing such an entirely tedious task’.47

The incorporation of real inter-actions, which might be choreographed 
or improvised, on the stage reinforces that although theatrical dressage 
acts put into place a certain amount of automatism due to the repeated 
rehearsals, the circumstances and actions are never absolutely the same 
or identical. As Lefebvre notes that there are always changes, ‘dressage’ 
can also ‘fill the place of the unforeseen, of the initiative of living beings’, 
which is ‘the secret of the magic’ that lies ‘at the heart of the everyday’.48 
Instead of only making Goldy execute the rehearsed and scripted tasks, 
English performs interactively with the stallion who playfully reconfig-
ures the roles of both stage actors. If the framework of a performance 
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has developed through its rehearsal process, it can, as My Mathematics 
demonstrates, incorporate unplanned animal reactions without losing its 
script. And as the interactive rehearsal is part of and shapes the actual per-
formance into an artistic dressage act, the agencies of the dressaged human 
and animal actors are co-constitutive, entertaining, and educative as they 
demonstrate their dressaged animalities.

Without knowing which parts of the horse and English’s non-acting 
were scripted or not in the performance, My Mathematics, reminds us of 
the scientifically approved educated horse performance method. English 
pointed towards this performance history when she first introduced Goldy 
as ‘My Mathematics, the horse who knows its history’. The best-known 
example is that of Clever Hans, as his owner Wilhelm von Osten, a gym-
nasium maths teacher, called his co-performer. Hans successfully solves the 
exercises that von Osten asked him to complete, including mathematical 
exercises, spelling words, and distinguishing between colours, tones, and 
musical intervals in front of a committee of psychologists in September 
1904, by tapping his right foot on the floor to provide his answers. Os-
kar Pfungst, an assistant to Professor Stumpf, the director of the Berlin 
Institute of Psychology, showed that the horse could perform such tasks—
maths aside—by responding affectively to the bodily movements of his 
owner.49 As physical interaction is key to how different species commu-
nicate and perform together, Vinciane Despret refers to the Clever Hans 
phenomenon as ‘anthropo-zoo-genesis’, a process that configures humans 
and animals.50

While English’s My Mathematics parodies and deconstructs the sci-
entific dressage techniques of the Clever Hans performance, which is 
associated with Pavlov and Skinner’s animal conditioning experiments, 
Judith Hopf’s Clever Hans-style video performance Zählen (2008) offers 
a critical commentary on the instrumentalisation of animal and human 
actors. In contrast to English, who stages interspecies ‘mis-communi-
cations’, Hopf puts herself into the shoes of von Osten, next to a horse 
that is physically attuned to her and, together, they perform in front of 
an audience inside a small outdoor horse ring.51 Although English and 
Hopf both critically allude to the dressage mechanisms that are at play 
in the ‘Clever Hans performance’, they also, paradoxically, perform ef-
ficiently by producing artistic ‘dressage acts’ with ‘their’ horses. While 
Hopf disguises the role of body language as the means of communica-
tion to produce a ‘magical’ and ‘educative’ horse performance, English’s 
work particularly fleshes out that humans and animals educate one an-
other, about the other, by learning to understand each other’s bodily non-
verbal language. As physical communication is a form of learning that 
is not verbally instrumentalising, it implies that both actors sensuously 
engage with each other.
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What English’s humorous basket scene foregrounds more clearly than 
Hopf and Osten’s educated horse performances is the void—the fact that 
there is nothing other than acting out sensuous interactions between liv-
ing beings that make the performance script. Verbalising a self-reflective 
answer to her inability to make the horse ‘act’, English addresses both the 
horse and the audience to make clear that she (a visually trained actor and 
a non-equestrian) performs ‘in that gap between training and lack of train-
ing, between skill and lack of skill, between being boring and wonderful’.52 
As she and Goldy communicate and perform together through non-verbal 
language, their physically intra-active performance fleshes out that lan-
guage is an instrument that conceptualises and represents human thinking. 
My Mathematics stages a form of subjective ethics that does not reduce 
humans and animals to actors who have to be educated in order to be 
able to perform. Since humans are human even before they are educated, 
trained, or socially conditioned, My Mathematics exposes, what Lyotard 
calls, the inhuman. The inhuman, he suggests, is embodied in humanism 
and points towards the fact that humans, in contrast to animals, have to be 
educated in order to ‘work’ within existing institutions, such as the thea-
tre.53 English’s critical dressage act is therefore not a humanist dressage 
act, but a critical attempt to undo dressage’s humanistic ideals by staging 
an interactive form of cross-species dressage.

Undressing Dressage, Staging Sensuousness

Despite allowing for unplanned animal and human actions, English does 
not lose total control of her show. At the end of My Mathematics, after the 
curtain has reopened again for the very last time, Rosita lies next to and 
partly on Goldy in the sand (Fig. 4.3). English, physically connected to the 
horse with her upper body, lying head-to-head, says: ‘In this moment I feel 
that I have at long last seen eye to eye with you and you have made me 
come to the horse’s mouth to understand that we are all animals’.54 Her 
blunt comment in this scene, which she calls the ‘bed scene’, is not so much 
an affirmation of the sexual instinctive animal ‘drive’, as Freud would call 
it, but reminds us to conceive of humans and animals as sensuous ac-
tors who communicate physically by watching, listening, and responding. 
Intra-actions, to use Barad’s term again, reconfigure the roles of human 
and animal actors and, respectively, their characters.

At the end of the show English, speaking as Rosita, neatly summarises 
the performance, My Mathematics, that she and the horse put on show: 
‘We are both dressed in costumes’, she says longingly, we are ‘both in dan-
ger of becoming emblematic and symbolic […] in our lack of abstraction 
[…] we wanted to be sensual and not circumscribed’.55 English’s concern 
for physical sensuousness becoming defined and choreographed resonates 

9781032574851_Ch04.indd   131 29/11/24   12:30 PM



132 The Ethics of Dressage

with Eve Kosofky Sedgwick’s comment on how one’s identity must not 
come to signify monolithically due to one’s identity markers, such as gen-
der and species beings’ sexuality.56 My Mathematics constitutes an attempt 
to unlearn prescribed human and animal roles, as it allows for moments 
in which the stallion refuses to perform with and according to the script 
that he previously rehearsed with English. In such disruptive moments, 
the limit of what it means to be a human animal looms—Goldy is not 
staged as a living stage prop, but is allowed to present, and consequently 
represent, his stage characters in a non-acting mode. In My Mathematics, 
Goldy, the beloved, embodies, like English, the dialectics of being both a 
staged subject and a performing object. Operating between abstraction 
and reality, script and improvisation, theatrical illusion and culturally in-
grained norms, My Mathematics challenges the idea that humans and ani-
mals can only act according to culturally ingrained hierarchies. English’s 
interspecies dressage act shows that nonhuman actors indeed interactively, 
and pedagogically, configure and characterise human actors.

Moving on from a discussion of interactive human and animal acting, 
the following section of this chapter analyses how Joseph Beuys exposes 

Figure 4.3  Rose English, My Mathematics, digital video still (taken by Lisa 
Moravec), Theatre Royal Brighton, 16 May 1993, Courtesy of Rose 
English Studio Archive.
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the absurdity of pre-scripted acting per se, in the presence of a real horse, 
as he radically dismantles theatrical narratives and acting conventions, in-
side an experimental black box theatre, together with a white horse.

A Radical Staging of Animality: Beuys’s  
Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie

On 29 and 30 May in 1969, as part of the experimental theatre festival ex-
perimenta 3, which provided emerging avant-garde performance-makers 
with a stage, nothing and everything happened at once in Beuys’s perfor-
mance, Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie, at the Theater am Turm in Frankfurt 
am Main.57 A properly cleaned white horse stood inside a fenced-off zone 
in the backspace of the dark theatre stage when the German artist, Joseph 
Beuys, appeared. He was dressed in a white lynx coat, which he immedi-
ately took off, and performed in his usual artistic habit: He wore a worn 
hat, blue jeans, and a white shirt below his signature feature, the Beuysian 
greenish angler waistcoat that his wife gave him. The animal stood behind 
Beuys on an iron platform to amplify the sounds of his small steps and 
peacefully ate its hay while the recorded voice of the German dramaturg 
and theatre producers, Claus Peymann and Wolfgang Wien, recited 18 
pages of text fragments from Goethe’s Iphigenie, an early play that tack-
led the Weimar human ideal, and Shakespeare’s brutal tragedy of Titus 
Andronicus.58 The vocalised text montage was staged simultaneously with 
the animal sounds and Beuys’s repeated actions: He walked across the 
stage, took up the microphone to speak some of the recorded verses him-
self, crouched on the floor, jumped in the air, picked up pieces of fat that 
lay on the floor and spit them back out, clashed two metal slides to make 
loud noises, stretched his arms horizontally to the side, and calmly walked 
towards the horse to feed him sugar cubes.

The above description of the performance derives from the material 
leftovers of the performance: Today existing performance script and the 
black-and-white photographic documentation, taken by the German docu-
mentary and press photographer, Abisag Tüllmann (Fig. 4.4), and the Ger-
man performance photographer, Ute Klophaus.59 Besides drawing on these 
visual representations of the Beuys performance, the following analysis 
takes into account the review of the performance by Peter Handke, pub-
lished in the national German newspaper, Die Zeit. Handke understands 
Beuys’s repeated performance actions as socially ‘ritualised gestures’ that 
demand the viewers actively engage and think.60 The abstract narrative of 
the performance Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie becomes ‘utopic’, as Handke 
observes, which means ‘political’.61 While Handke’s review draws atten-
tion to Beuys’s animal politics, Caroline Tisdal writes that Beuys plays 
Iphigenie and that the empty stage, with the controlled horse, represents 
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Shakespeare’s cruel figure of Titus Andronicus.62 As Beuys’s theatrical stage 
Aktion dismantles both classical play narratives, his one and only Aktion 
(action) performed in a theatre radically challenges theatre’s conventions 
of staging canonical plays: He abstracts Goethe’s classical play Iphigenie 
and Shakespeare’s tragedy Titus/Andronicus and performs a series of ab-
surdist actions in front of a horse, a staged animal that doesn’t perform 
a specific task but is put there to naturally eats the hay that it was given.

Although Beuys’s performance with a real horse predates Rose English’s, 
it similarly attempts to dramaturgically break the illusion that there is a 
difference between acting and not-acting, by staging a form of non-acting. 
While the stallion in My Mathematics is attributed a certain ‘power of acting’ 
(Handlungsmacht), has a ‘power of effect’ (Wirkungsmacht), to use Mieke 
Roscher’s terms, and performs a specific role, the horse in Beuys’s German 
postwar stage work is allowed to show its domesticated and socially condi-
tioned animality inside a marked off performance zone.63 The freely moving 
but fenced-off animal in Beuys’s performance operates not as an actor or 
prop performance, at a time when animals slowly started to be used in artistic 
performances, but is exhibited to perform its embodied animality—its natu-
ral animal behaviour—as uncontrolled as possible in Beuys’s dressage act.

Figure 4.4  Joseph Beuys during the rehearsals of Titus/Iphigenie, Experimenta 3, 
Theater am Turm, Frankfurt am Main, Mai 1969, photograph Abisag 
Tüllmann © Bildrecht, Wien 2024.
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Disalienating? A Radical Attempt of Letting the Animal Just Be

A co-founder of the German Green party, Beuys’s political interest in an 
alternative to the two-party system and expanded societal understanding 
of art (he made ‘social sculptures’) particularly plays out in this very first 
performance with a living animal. Beuys’s decision to perform with a real 
animal, standing in the back of the stage inside a fenced-off area, rein-
forces the German post-war crisis, in which human agency was largely 
restricted. Immersed in the events of World War II, Beuys volunteered to 
serve the German Luftwaffe and had a plane accident the year before the 
war ended. His one-and-only artistic performance with a living animal re-
veals a lot about his perception of the agency after his own war experience 
when Germany tried to come to terms with its war crimes while also trying 
to reconstruct the country.64

Today, Beuys’s engagement with his only theatre performance work of-
fers a site through which the infrastructurally installed performance roles 
of humans and animals can be productively negotiated. In Beuys’s dram-
aturgical staging, he and the horse do not represent certain characters, 
but perform themselves through their physical actions, their non-acting. 
If we read Beuys’s experimental performance with the animal as a cri-
tique of theatre-makers’ restaging of canonical plays, then his performance 
practice can be understood as relating back to Martin Esslin’s ‘theatre of 
the absurd’. Esslin outlines that the absurd theatre ‘stages allegories and 
symbolic representations of abstract concepts’ that are ‘personified with 
characters whose costumes and accoutrements suggest what they are rep-
resenting’.65 Resonating with Esslin’s description, Beuys consciously per-
formed the tasks that he had made up and wore his usual art habit without 
personifying another character on the stage or staging a fully pre-scripted 
narrative. Instead, Beuys’s repeated actions stage a ‘sense of senselessness 
of the human condition’, a description Esslin uses to describe the theatre 
of the absurd.66 Similar to the fact that the horse is present on the stage 
to perform its socially conditioned and limited animality, Beuys’s perfor-
mance debunks the assumption that artistic actors have to perform pre-
scripted characters and roles.

While Beuys’s theatrical performance demonstrates an absurdity of 
staging a pre-scripted theatre play, the improvised physical interactions 
that happen during the actual performance between Beuys and the animal 
create moments that seem to unite Beuys, the artist, with his Beuysian stage 
character. Although the artist himself hardly pays attention to the animal 
for most of the play, the horse watches his actions, as Abisag Tüllmann’s 
black-and-white photographic documentation shows. As Beuys occasion-
ally turns to feed the horse sugar cubes, the animal operates as a point of 
tranquillity. The rare physical interactions between them are intimate acts 
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of compensation: On one hand, the feeding gesture demonstrates an empa-
thy for the fact that the horse has to be logistically presented inside a small 
area of a theatre space that is fenced off from the rest of the stage and can 
only act in a limited way; and, on the other hand, their interactions seem 
to free both Beuys and the horse from their representative stage presence, 
which reifies them as stage actors.

The split performance zone, one realm for the horse and one for Beuys, 
reinforces the difference between the animal and Beuys’s agency, and the 
fact that an artist’s anthropocentric pre-eminence is often at the expense of 
an animal ‘co-performer’, who is granted only a limited amount of agency 
as its bodily movement range is restricted and controlled. Despite, or pre-
cisely because of, the placement of the animal inside its own zone at the 
back of the stage (a stage concept perhaps offset by theatre’s technical and 
safety restrictions), Beuys lets the horse co-inhabit his stage without forc-
ing it to take on a pre-scripted role. Without telling the animal what to 
do, Beuys lets the animal just be. With Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie Beuys 
destabilises the social perception that animals only come to perform as 
dressaged, living props in theatrical performances. Instead of staging a 
spectacular circus-like dressage act in which human and animal animal-
ity is exposed through the submissive demonstration of specific virtuosic 
skills, his performance lets the domesticated and already socially condi-
tioned horse be—unconditionally—there with him. His use of the animal 
in the theatre also reflects the way he stages his own human animality.

Although it is Beuys who puts the horse onto the stage, it is the horse 
who expresses itself physically. The animal’s voluntary, attentive, and 
physical responses to what is happening around it present a form of ani-
mal agency that is not based on performance tasks but on attention. Beuys 
dramaturgically averts the understanding that a stage animal is only there 
to perform specific tasks that are imposed onto it by a human. Beuys al-
lows the horse to perform itself as a subject, next to him. The artist’s 
radical affirmation of the animal on the stage, however, also implies the 
negation of its ability to perform a specific task, as he presents the horse as 
a mere witness rather than as an interactive co-performer. The fenced-off 
animal foregrounds that only the human actor can choose how and what 
to perform in the theatre, an anthropocentric culturally defined perfor-
mance space.

Beuys’s dramaturgy not only includes the horse but also the audience: 
The artist performs several actions as a means to provoke reactions from 
the audience. When he wants to create more activity and energy in the the-
atre space, he adds drama by clapping together two large metal cymbals, 
so as to not lose the performance’s rhythm, and when the horse urinates 
in the back of the stage, as Handke notes in his review, and the audience 
starts to clap, Beuys claps back at them.67 These interactions between the 
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human performer and audience demonstrate that his theatrical Aktion 
overcomes the artificially installed fourth wall between the viewers and the 
stage, and thereby breaks the captivating spell that a stage-based theatre 
play, with its audience sitting in front of it, produces.

Neither Object, Nor Subject: Of Other Non-Dressage- 
Able Animal Actors

Beuys’s integration of a non-acting horse in his performance demonstrates 
an aversion to theatrical acting. Over the last decades, some theatre com-
panies, performing and visual artists have, in distinct ways, also used 
live animals in their theatre work to stage (human and animal) animal-
ity. Beuys and English’s performances with living horses markedly stand 
out from other contemporary performance works with real animals as 
they dramaturgically challenge how these particular socially conditioned 
animals usually have to behave: As horses were domesticated, they have 
a strong affinity for cooperating with humans and have executed specific 
tasks with them. Their historically ingrained, complex subject-object sta-
tus is rooted in their disposition to interact with humans and explains the 
predominance of horses in artistic performances. But, of course, not all 
horses, as with other animal species, are equally suitable for artistic perfor-
mances. Just as ‘certain animals refuse dressage’, as Henri Lefebvre notes, 
many performance-makers are less interested in exploring how animals 
really act and interact with humans.68 Such an understanding of animals 
contributes to them being legally treated as mere objects and used for their 
symbolic representation of animality in artistic performances.

David Weber-Krebs and Maximilian Haas’s performance Balthazar, 
made with a socially conditioned but untrained donkey, provides a more 
recent exception to the common practice of using real animals as sym-
bolic living props in theatre performance. Similar to Beuys and English’s 
questioning of how human and animal agency can be performed on a 
theatre stage, Weber-Krebs and Haas’s dramaturgy offers a critical com-
mentary on the anthropocentric superiority of human agency and human 
dominance over animals by having a donkey, called Balthazar, inspired 
by Robert Bresson’s film Au hazard Balthazar (1966), move freely on the 
stage with six human actors who perform around the animal.69

Weber-Krebs and Haas’s human–animal performance exposes how the-
atre historically reproduces anthropocentric species power relations, and 
therefore anthropological differences between human and animal. Spe-
cies-based differences between human and (domesticated) animals, which 
cause discrimination against animals, are reinforced in the scene in which 
one of the female actors insults Balthazar by calling him a ‘low-quality 
horse’.70 The donkey’s unimpressed, hence missing, reaction underpins 
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Ridout’s observation that an animal does not understand theatre’s perfor-
mance register, although it performs within it.71 In his book, developed in 
parallel to this theatre project, Haas remarks that theatre is an ‘anthro-
pomorphising machine’ (Anthropomorphisierungsmaschine) to describe 
what performances with real animals highlight.72

In the experimental performance, Balthazar, the donkey performs: 
It is physically present, let loose in the space; it can act and is allowed 
to immediately react to the events that take place around it. Haas and 
Weber-Krebs’s laissez-faire approach towards working on the stage with 
a donkey, which is commonly regarded as a non-dressage-able animal, 
demonstrates their resistance to reducing an animal to an acting prop, or 
put differently, to a dressaged living being; instead, they present it as a 
sensuously responding subject that can move across the stage as it wishes 
(Fig. 4.5).

Beuys’s and English’s way of treating animals in their artistic work reso-
nates strongly with Balthazar, as well as with Sheep, Pig, Goat, a per-
formance project by the performance philosopher, Laura Cull, and the 
artistic company, Fevered Sleep. It similarly experiments with how hu-
man performers can interactively perform with animals, without forcing 
them to follow prescribed methods. In 2017, in their first performance, 
they brought a group of dancers, singers, and musicians together with 
untrained, domesticated livestock in front of a live audience at a venue 
in Peckham. The animals could eat hay or move through an enclosed and 

Figure 4.5  Balthazar 1, Theatre Performance by David Weber-Krebs und Maxi-
milian Haas, Amsterdam, 31 March 2011, photography and copyright 
Maximilian Haas.
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animal-friendly, white contact zone, fenced-off from the audience area, 
in which the human performers playfully tried to communicate with the 
animals. Their approach towards performing with animals is reminiscent 
of Ann Carlson’s animal performances.

Between 1988 and 2017 Carlson performed with a different animal 
species each time (Scared Goats Faint; The Dog Inside the Man Inside; 
Duck, Baby; Visit Woman move story cat cat cat; and Madame 710 with 
a cow). As the animals in her performances and in Sheep, Pig, Goat keep 
physical distance from the artists for the most part but were interested in 
physically interacting with them from time to time, they communicate in 
a physically contactless form. In the ‘human–animal contact zone’ they 
perform ‘a contact without contact, a relation of nonrelation’, which is 
how Ron Broglio describes human–animal encounters.73 Such experimen-
tal performances with real animals demonstrate that the question of how 
humans can interact with other (nonhuman) stage actors lies at the core 
of human acting. The anthropocentrism that performing with domesti-
cated animals implies, given the historical power imbalances, can there-
fore not be overcome by technique or even in the absence of direct force 
applied to animals.

While English, Beuys, Haas/Krebs, and Cull/Fevered Sleep’s perfor-
mances are preoccupied with representing animals as subjects, one of the 
most renowned contemporary theatre-makers working within an Aris-
totelian Western theatre tradition, Romeo Castellucci, shows statically 
arranged animals as cultural symbols to add ‘drama’ to his stage perfor-
mances. Castellucci’s form of theatre engenders a theatrical reality through 
animal presence that results in a supernatural and artificialised staging 
of animals. In his early performances, Experimental School of Children 
(1997), Sanzie uilio Cesare (1997), and Sanzio Genesi from the Museum 
of Sheep (1999), Castellucci shows living cows, sheep, dogs, and horses. 
His decorative use of real animals affirms their powerful and expressive 
bodily presence, as well as establishes fully controlled forms of animality 
to create his own theatrical world. Castellucci glorifies animals to such 
a degree that he represents them as fetish objects, making them appear 
mythical.

Castellucci’s static and symbolic use of animals is rooted in his percep-
tion that ‘technique must be overcome’ in order to prevent theatre from 
being associated with the economy.74 His desire to do away with theatri-
cal technique and capitalism, by paradoxically producing his own aes-
thetic form of theatre, is rooted in his observation that animals on stage 
seem to be comfortable with ‘being not perfectible’.75 What animals have 
taught Castellucci is, he notes, that ‘technique is not necessary’ as it can be 
wrong. That is why he wants to draw attention to ‘the [immediate] mate-
rial’ of the animal and human actors on the stage.76 His critical approach 
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to the production of theatre has, paradoxically, made him renowned for 
his over-dramatic and atmospheric performance style, and symbolic story-
telling technique. Although he does not ask the animals to perform specific 
movements, apart from standing still, which has become his trademark, he 
integrates them—like the horse in Giulio Cesare (1997)—to create a jux-
taposition between theatre’s artificiality and the corporeal materiality of 
his actors.77 Castellucci’s early use of statically presented animals, despite 
his desire to do away with technique, reinvents theatre as an illusionis-
tic, symbol-generating machinery. Having traced a line from Beuys, Haas/
Krebs, and Cull/Fevered Sleep’s performances and contrasting them to 
Castellucci’s theatrical form, it becomes clear that the artists all distinctly 
attempt to show living animals as uncontrolled as possible in their experi-
mental performances, within the mechanics of the theatre.

Predating the work of these artists, Jannis Kounellis’s use of living ani-
mals in his art installations posed a challenge to animals’ subject-object 
definitions in the (visual) culture industry. In the 1960s, four months be-
fore Beuys, the Greek-Roman visual artist was one of the first to present 
live animals as both organic and symbolic art objects. Read as a critique 
of the objectifying socio-economic condition of dressage to which labour-
ing humans (including artists) and working animals are, albeit to differ-
ent degrees, subjected, he showed his well-documented work Untitled (12 
Horses) in mid-January 1969, for three consecutive days: A ‘live instal-
lation’ for which he borrowed local working horses and temporarily in-
stalled them in the new art space of Fabio Sargentini’s established Roman 
gallery L’Attico (an abandoned car garage where the international avant-
garde, including Yvonne Rainer, Simone Forti, and Trisha Brown would 
later perform ‘new dance’). Upon being led into the gallery space by the 
horse handler on 14 January, the horses remained inside the space, teth-
ered onto the walls, unable to move their bodies, as in the photographic 
documentation by the Italian press and performance photographer Clau-
dio Abate show.

In the late 1960s, it was still legitimate to treat animals like living 
props and to deprive them of any physical necessity. Kounellis’s interest 
in both the theatre and the visual arts gave way to his idea to transform 
the newly set up art exhibition space into a stable-like, site-specific live 
art installation, and to show living animals instead of art objects for 
the duration of the art show. His interdisciplinary approach to the arts 
was the driving interest of the Arte Povera curator, Germano Celant, 
who promoted Kounellis’s work. Celant’s curatorial manifestos draw on 
Grotowski’s theatre theory to outline why he staged ‘poor [living] ma-
terials’ instead of manufactured art objects.78 Kounellis’s choice to stage 
an immediate experience with real animals as a live installation, rather 
than with static objects that he had made, underpins the instability 
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and fragility of subject and object categories alongside the emergence 
of contemporary performance; because even if the art objects are living 
animals, they do not come to perform as agential subjects but as par-
tially controlled living beings within a specific context and space.79 As 
Kounellis performs through the animals, his work underscores the idea 
that both domesticated working animals and labouring humans have to 
perform their dressage according to societies’ socio-economic dressage 
mechanisms.

Kounellis, however, did not only work with socially conditioned and 
trained working horses. The year before he showed Untitled (12 Horses), 
he used several caged birds in his stage design for Tadeu Rozewicz’s ex-
perimental theatre production The Witnesses at Turin’s National Theatre 
Teatro Stabile in 1968.80 In 1974, some years later, Kounellis returned 
to horses and used one for his first solo show at the New York gallery, 
Illena Sonnabend, in 1974. He put on a white plaster mask and placed 
himself on the top of a white unsaddled horse for three consecutive Sat-
urdays. Kounellis’s critical commentary on the commodification of artists 
and their work coincided with the emerging international trend to use live 
animals in visual performances in the 1970s.

The same year Kounellis showed his work in America for the first time, 
Beuys’s coyote performance, I like America and America likes Me, took 
place. In May 1974, the German artist spent three days locked inside the 
New York-based René Block Gallery with the freely moving (domesti-
cated) coyote, Little John. In there, Beuys created his own performance 
space with America’s native ‘wolf’—an animal that entered America with 
Spanish settlers—inside an empty white cube space. Tisdall’s videoed per-
formance documentation shows that although Beuys interacted with the 
animal, it was mostly the artist’s disinterested form of acting that led to 
their interactions. Similar to his stage performance, the gallery perfor-
mance merges animal behaviour and human acting. Beuys’s performances 
with animals offer a radical alternative to spectacularly programmed dres-
sage shows, in which human and nonhuman animality is aesthetically 
shown to be sterile and under full control.

Beuys’s continuous desire to perform with socially conditioned animals 
points—like the other above outlined works—towards the subjective, ethi-
cal crises that the production of post-war and contemporary art implies: 
Living subjects only come to perform as objectified representations of 
their species within society’s neoliberal infrastructures. Beuys’s political vi-
sions, however, separate him from other post-war visual artists who have 
also made works with live animals and experimented with the medium of 
performance.

The key difference between Kounellis, the American Minimalist artist 
Robert Morris, and the solitary figure of Bruce Nauman, who have all 
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used horses to produce live performances and experiences (I return to the 
two latter artists in Chapter V), and the Vienna actionists who have used 
living and slaughtered animal remains, is that, while Beuys daringly nego-
tiates the limits of what it means to be human through animal agency, the 
others’ engagements with animals put fully controlled and normatively 
used animals on display.81 Their inclusion of animals in artistic perfor-
mances underpins the reified condition that the capitalist system produces. 
In contrast to Beuys, the animal performances of Morris, Nauman, and 
the Vienna actionists intentionally stage situations in which human and 
animal actors have to function like breathing props, organic resources, 
and souled animal machines. Their inclusion of real animals in artistic per-
formance reinforces the idea that even artists’ resistance to being reduced 
to their art objects, and to functioning as societally dressaged agents, oper-
ates partly according to the ideologies of the institutions of art, within the 
capitalist infrastructures.

Continuing to tackle the questions of whether, when, and in what 
kind of formation human and animal actors can ethically enact their hu-
man and animal animalities together, under the anthropocentric societal 
condition of dressage, the last part of this chapter explores the tensions 
between the socio-economic condition of human dressage and the per-
formance of animality in Bartabas’s circus-like performance, Ex Anima.

Searching for Animal Spirits: Bartabas’s Ex Anima

After three decades of performing equestrian, circus-like tricks with horses 
and his theatre company, Zingaro, mounted on horses’ backs and per-
forming next to them on the same ground, Bartabas set himself the task 
of celebrating horses. He wanted to show them, ‘the inspiration of our 
creations, the engine of our desire’, he explains, ‘as the real actors of his 
“théâtre équestre”’, as ‘the mirror of humanity’ in his upcoming human/
animal spectacle; and to do this, Bartabas points out, the human perform-
ers of the equestrian theatre company need to act merely as ‘the enactor[s] 
of horses’.82

Inside Bartabas’s permanently installed circus tent in Auberville, located 
at the outskirts of Paris, where I saw his performance, Ex Anima, in 2017, 
two Arab stallions, Majestic and Noureev, are let lose somewhere in the 
middle of the performance. They energetically gallop inside the sand-filled 
circus ring that is only separated from the audience’s seating area by a 
wooden barrier. The burning candles, which are placed on that barrier, 
are the only sources of light in the show’s stage design. Sitting there, in-
side the pitch-dark circus ring, I have the impression that the powerful 
presence and movements of the two stallions light up the dim and mythi-
cal atmosphere, despite the fact that they seemingly do not see or care 
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about us sitting around them. Spurred on by sounds produced by Chinese, 
Irish, and Japanese flute and drum music played in the background, which 
imitates bird sounds, the stallions repeatedly rear up, bite, and chase each 
other through the small circular ring: They playfully test out who is domi-
nating whom. Only when the doors to the outside of the ring reopen do 
the animals stop their fight and leave the area in an energetic gallop.

One of the photographs in the show’s programme captures one of the 
more playful moments of their theatrically staged duet (Fig. 4.6). Fights 
and flights like theirs happen naturally amongst these kinds of herd ani-
mals, especially between stallions, as they, time and again, renegotiate their 
ranks. Animal fights can however also be extremely cruel and even lead 
to marginalisation or physical harm of herd members. Usually, a herd has 
only one lead stallion and one lead mare. In Bartabas’s show, the staged 
animal fight operates as a form of non-acting: It is real, but at the same 
time it is staged. The two Arab stallions are set against each other to show 
off their natural horse behaviour in a wooden circus tent.

With Ex Anima, which translates from Latin to ‘from the soul’, the 
horse trainer, star performer, and artistic producer, Clément Marty (who 
calls himself Bartabas), attempted to withdraw human actions and act-
ing as much as possible. The human actors are supposed to, if they are  

Figure 4.6  Opening scene of Ex Anima, performance by Bartabas, performed by 
Théâtre Équestre Zingaro, photograph and copyright Marion Tubiana.
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present in the scenes, merely set up the horses to perform themselves for 
the human audience. While all the horses are introduced with names and 
photographic portraits in the performance programme, not a single human 
performer, apart from Bartabas—the producer of the show—is mentioned.

Bartabas’s desire to give the stage to his socially conditioned animals, 
while nonetheless producing a dressage act, addresses the ethical crux that 
performing with animals implies: Animals, similar to human actors, appear 
on the stage as objectified things, but they are also the subjects of the per-
formance. Ex Anima thematises the troubles of keeping the soul, the animal 
spirits, incorporated in human–animal performance spectacles. The drama-
turgy of the equestrian show enacts specific movements that make the ani-
mal actors appear as if they are moving naturally, by acting but not really 
acting: The two Arab stallions immediately start to perform the movements 
that they are meant to show off, show after show, when they are set free in 
the circus ring. This dramaturgical form foregrounds the fact that animals 
perform their rhythmically embodied and societally conditioned dressage, 
like the included human actors, according to Bartabas’s choreography.

Bartabas’s performative attempt to continue producing theatrical perfor-
mances, while changing the way he stages animals, results from his 30-year-
long career as a theatre producer and performer with his human-animal 
company Zingaro. Since the 1980s, he has developed a distinct corporeal and 
dramaturgical performance form with riding horses and other animals, which 
he calls théâtre équestre. It combines the artistic humanist tradition of the 
high art of French manège (which I discuss in Chapter II and is today referred 
to as classical equestrian dressage, or the art of riding) and ex- cavalryman 
Philip Astley’s practice of trick horse riding which started being performed 
in the late 1760s in Lambeth, London, then spread to Paris, and gave way 
to the equestrian circus genre of hippodrama. The time when Bartabas’s ap-
proach to human-horse performance came about is telling: it differs from 
both, nineteenth-century (equestrian-dominated) circus and contemporary 
(animal-free) circus which came about as a ‘radical art form’ in the 1970s.83

Over the past decades, he and his performance company Zingaro have 
collaborated with high art performers such as Philip Glass (who wrote 
music for him), the star conductor Pierre Boulez (who played an orchestra 
for him), the Belgian designer Dries van Noten (who made him saddles, 
donated by Hermès, and riding clothes), the Japanese butoh master Ko 
Murobushi, and the German Tanztheater star Pina Bausch, with whom he 
had planned to conceive an upcoming performance and who he had taught 
how to ride. Perhaps, if Bausch had not passed away in 2009, Bartabas 
would have also accomplished the merging of his own equestrian ballet 
with top contemporary dance. Bartabas holds an Ordre des Arts et des 
Lettres, the highest national awards of the French Cultural Ministry, and 
also gained international success for both his live performances and film 
work at the Cannes Film Festival.84
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His first, more theatrical, circus-equestrian-like performance was Caba-
ret Équestre (1984–90). Here, he showed off his horseman skills, wearing 
traditional riding chaps, as virtuosic ‘dance’ and freely staged movements, 
embedded in a set of energetic and aggressive cabaret-like urban scenes, 
through which Bartabas and his Frisian horse manoeuvred together. The 
show involved the audience, as the performers crossed over from the cir-
cus ring to the audience ranks, which is a common practice in the circus. 
He made this performance at a time when he called himself ‘Bartabas the 
Furious’ and also performed the hardly practiced backwards canter (gal-
lop arrière).

Having lived in caravans with his animals, family, and employees for 
several decades, producing, performing, and touring several shows (such 
as Opéra Équestre 1991–93, Chimère 1994–96, and Éclipse 1997–99), 
Bartabas stresses in his Manifesto that he conceives of his dressage work 
with horses as building an intimate common vocabulary, a grammar with 
them rather than ‘training [dresser, in French] a horse to make it acquire 
automatisms’.85 His poetic approach to working with animals has led him 
to continuously stage spectacular dressage acts with different animal spe-
cies, to provide a living for them. Before making Ex Anima, Bartabas al-
ready noted in 1997 that he was ready to give up performing with horses 
to please an audience, because the spectacle fails to show what is ‘most 
beautiful’ about working with horses daily.86

Bartabas’s differentiation between working and performing with ani-
mals and his reoccurring consideration of determining his dressage acts 
altogether resonates with Michael Peterson’s argument that the ‘ethics of 
animal performance’, and not the effectiveness of techniques, should be 
analysed. Taking David Williams’s discussion of how Bartabas attempts 
to stage ‘the possibility of an inter-species inter-subjectivity’, Peterson 
notes—before Bartabas made Ex Anima—that ‘any ethics of animal per-
formances should include the question of whether an animal presence 
destabilizes the identity of the bourgeois spectator or troubles it’.87 For 
Kim Marra, Bartabas’s dressage performances with horses draw attention 
to the ‘imperial relations’ that have re-produced all sorts of human–animal 
working relationships.88 Taking this critical scholarship into account, the 
following section outlines what tableaux vivants (moving images) Barta-
bas’s spellbinding dressage act, Ex Anima, produces: They, on the one 
hand, reinforce that animals—working horses, in particular—continue to 
be naturalistically employed in artistic spectacles, upholding the tradition 
and skills of performing with animals; and, on the other hand, they show 
that the ethical concerns of the performance-maker, over enacting dres-
saged animals, demonstrates that the reproduction of dressage is anchored 
to the necessity to financially sustain the animals and humans that form 
Zingaro. And this generates Ex Anima’s artificial-natural (second nature) 
performance form.
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Self-Dressaged Performers: Spellbound Things

Subjecting his fascination for dancing with horses to the economic dres-
sage mechanisms of the capitalist system implies that Bartabas submits his 
human–animal engagements to the laws of profit. Over the years, he has 
produced spectacles that not only appeal to a small elitist equestrian world 
but also please working, middle, and upper-class people alike, who are 
interested in diverse artistic interspecies spectacles. Instead of continuing 
to present his expertise in dramaturgy, choreography, and horse training, 
Bartabas announces that he wants to show animals as they really are. The 
touring show, Ex Anima, was produced with various animal species (dogs, 
geese, birds, donkeys, cold-blood working horses, and selectively-bred 
purebred horses), a crew of human performers, and Bartabas appearing 
himself on and off a horse towards the end of the show.

The performance evening of Ex Anima comprises several scenes. In 
the beginning, a herd of multi-coloured horses is let loose in the ring and 
starts rolling in the sands, then the playfully fighting Arab horses appear, 
followed by cold-blood horses. During the evening, the Arabs reappear, 
this time running around the ring, and a larger herd of animals galloping 
around the ring. These energetic scenes are broken up by calmer ones, 
in which a cold-blood pulls a harrow in geometric circles with the hu-
man performers standing statically on the outside of the ring, apparently 
doing nothing; or a donkey moves across the ring; horses with gas 
masks (Fig. 4.7) are instructed to put their front legs onto a pedestal, 
while smoke fills the circus space, and remain there for several minutes; 
or the heavy Irish working cob horse Angelo is lifted off the ground on 
ropes, hanging there, while five human performers remain on the floor and 
glorifyingly look up at him (Fig. 4.8). In other scenes, a horse does a ‘cat 
walk’ across a ‘runway’ (Fig. 4.9); huskies run from one to the next human 
performer, who lie on the floor to grab treats; and, towards the end of the 
show, a stallion copulates with a wooden horse dummy, with the human 
performers standing around it.

These are just some of the ethically questionable and spectacular scenes 
of Ex Anima. The magically spellbinding show references the uses of a se-
lection of companion animals throughout history, but also includes more 
‘natural’ animal behaviours, such as rolling in the sand, lying down, and 
just standing in the ring. Ex Anima thereby recalls the exploitative societal 
uses of horses, who have had to serve in the leisure and industrial industries 
such as in mining, on the battlefield wearing masks, in animal racing, and 
of dogs, who have been employed as sniffer dogs in policing operations. 
The aestheticising of such task-based, choreographed movements in Ex 
Anima foregrounds the ethical crux of working with animals. Instead of 
artistically trying to challenge the human superiority over service animals, 
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Figure 4.7  Historical war scene (horse with gas mask) of Ex Anima, performance 
by Bartabas, performed by Théâtre Équestre Zingaro, photograph and 
copyright Marion Tubiana.
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Bartabas’s show restages the normatively performing animals as an artistic 
performance, and transforms his white, patriarchal labour power into a 
spectacular human–animal dressage act.

Despite the increasing popularity of the animal-free circus that emerged 
from the early 1970s, offset by the Anglo-American animal rights 

Figure 4.8  Historical working (mining) scene of Ex Anima, performance by Bar-
tabas, performed by Théâtre Équestre Zingaro, photograph and copy-
right Marion Tubiana.

Figure 4.9  Scene of Ex Anima, performance by Bartabas, performed by Théâtre 
Équestre Zingaro, photograph and copyright Marion Tubiana.
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movements and slowly changing scientific studies of animal cognition, Bar-
tabas has continued to stage performing animals whose ‘instinctive reac-
tions’ are conditioned, trained, and rehearsed.89 The animal actors appear 
as if they were merely instrumentalised puppets and not, as he imagined it, 
the ‘protagonists’ of Bartabas’s dressage act. The impossibility for animals 
to really act within anthropocentric spectacles points towards the fact that 
humans, as Carry Noland notes, have the ‘power to alter [those] acquired 
behaviours and beliefs’.90 Conceiving of human agency as both represen-
tational in society and embodied, as Noland does, reinforces the idea that 
labouring humans and working animals have to perform physically in or-
der to economically survive. Bartabas’s work with performing animals, Ex 
Anima, in particular, presents as a form of neoliberal dressage, which re-
inforces that human desires and economic necessities transform them into 
spellbound things; or, put differently, into subjects who perform in order 
to societally realise themselves, which means socially and economically.

The commodification that performance-making with humans and ani-
mals implies brings to mind Theodor Adorno’s concept of the ‘spell’: Hu-
mans perform according to particular rules within the capitalist system, but 
their acts are likewise driven by psychological and bodily desires. Operating 
as spells, such drives or dispossessions work both from the inside out and are 
enforced onto humans from the outside, which turns them into ‘things’ that 
are then spellbound to re-produce techniques of power, social hierarchies, 
labour, (moral and economic) value, and ultimately create and consume sur-
plus enjoyment. When it comes to human experience, Adorno writes, ‘a 
psychological spell is equivalent to the fetish character of merchandise’; it is 
the ‘self-made thing’, he continues, that ‘becomes a thing-in-itself’.91

In Bartabas’s case, as a self-trained equestrian, it is the self-possessive 
spell that has transformed his sensuous engagement with horses and the 
horses themselves—which, in turn, spellbind their viewers—into corporeal 
commodities that put on an internationally renowned theatrical spectacle 
from which ‘the self cannot escape’.92 Over decades, Bartabas, a spellbound 
‘thing’, in Adorno’s sense, has become a spellbinding iconic performer, a 
popular national symbol who has, since then, operated as a political symbol 
of the French state and, simultaneously, feeds global streams of capital by 
participating in the neoliberal leisure time economy with his animals. It is the 
double-bindedness of human’s self-dressage, which is fuelled by economic ne-
cessities and creative desires to realise themselves, that provokes the transfor-
mation of a reified consciousness into a totality within the capitalist system.

With the magically enchanting performance Ex Anima, Bartabas 
attempts to reverse the transformation of his individual sensuous in-
terspecies performance practice into an objectified ‘thing’, a national 
French dressage spectacle. His attempt to make a spectacle with his 
dressaged animals by exercising as little visible control over them in the 
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shows as possible, however, demonstrates that his animal and human 
performers are, like him, irreversibly objectified. The form of animal-
ity that he stages reinforces that the socio-economic parameters define 
how humans and animals come to perform, on the stage and in every-
day life.

Inside the Circus Ring: Machinic Movements and Animated Souls

Bartabas’s human–animal spectacles operate in alignment with the neo-
liberal performance conditions of life under capitalism, which reproduce 
historically ingrained forms of human and animal dressage, coated in a 
distinct aesthetic form. While humans sell their labour power to receive 
a wage in return for their work, and thereby generate economic capital, 
flesh-and-blood animals are incorporated into the operations of capital-
ism by means of exploitation. The latter happens, as Nicole Shukin notes 
in Animal Capital, at the turn of the twentieth-century.93 The difference 
between general human labour and animal work is reinforced by Barta-
bas’s human–animal spectacles: They are idiosyncratic and eccentric circus 
shows that put a physical form of mechanic virtuosity on display. His 
shows dazzle the spectators by intensifying, like circus spectacles, the per-
formance of physicality and by showing off athletic skills. Bartabas’s dres-
sage acts transform the visceral movements of living human and animal 
bodies—their animalities—into specific stage movements through social 
conditioning, repeated training, and rehearsal processes. Everything that 
appears to be natural and easy about their staged movements is, in fact, 
practiced until the performers ‘know the script’ and their bodies have au-
tomatised particular movements and performance sequences.

The dressage method of the French artist is rooted in the training prin-
ciples that were practiced in the early modern manège (see Chapter I). In 
general, dressage comes about through training sessions that feed on feed-
back loops, happening inside and between bodies and their environments. 
Norbert Wiener describes such psycho-physiological ‘mechanical move-
ments’ of developed vertebras in his systematic, cybernetic theory in the 
post-war years of the late 1940s.94 Wiener’s theory, which notably failed 
as a universal scientific theory, outlines that the feedback loops—which 
means ‘re-actions’—of the human and animal nervous system are offset 
by conditioning and training methods. This process, he writes, aids the 
formation of human subjects through self-optimisation and regulation; or, 
as Katherine Hayles stresses, forms ‘liberal humanism’.95 Simultaneously 
to Wiener’s cybernetic studies, the Russian physiologist, Ivan Pavlov, ran 
lab experiments on the gastric function of dogs, and later also of children 
in the 1940s, which became widely known as classical conditioning pro-
cesses; and the American scientist, B. F. Skinner, experimented with the 
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behaviour of animals (such as rats, dogs, pigeons) to learn more about the 
functioning of the human body. The scientists refer to the controlling of a 
reflex as ‘associated learning’.

In the essay, How to Teach Animals, Skinner provocatively argues that 
the objectives of his scientific operant conditioning method differ from 
animal training, as the techniques of science are ‘superior to the traditional 
methods of professional animal trainers as they yield more remarkable 
results with much less effort’.96 He also notes here that ‘teaching’ is often 
said to be an art, ‘but we have increasing reason to hope that it may even-
tually become a science’. Wiener, Pavlov, and Skinner’s scientific experi-
ments with physical reactions of animals, implemented through positive 
or negative reinforcement, operate in contrast to the animal trainers and 
artistic performances of embodied knowledge because social conditioning 
is a means to an end, with the aim to produce knowledge of the animals’ 
learning processes. Given the instrumentalising character of their dres-
sage methods, scientific ‘pre-cybernetic’ animal studies have, for example, 
been exploited by the military to condition soldiers to operate like war 
machines, by letting them conduct specific exercises, according to specific 
orders, in the name of the state and economic powers.97

While such scientific war experiments are concerned with demonstrat-
ing how to steer the bodily movements of humans, animals, and machines, 
some philosophers have critiqued instrumentalising dressage mechanisms. 
Foucault notes that the ‘technique of training, of dressage’ is likewise ap-
plied to schoolchildren to ‘teach them’ how to act in a socially and mor-
ally ‘normative’ way.98 Deleuze, similarly, refers to such institutionalised 
dressage mechanisms as the ‘societies of control’ in regards to Foucault’s 
‘disciplinary societies’; and the Marxist philosopher, Adorno, describes 
this societal condition as the ‘late capitalism’ condition.99 It is the socio- 
economic instrumentalisation and corporeal mechanisation that these 
three philosophers stress, which Bartabas has, arguably, tried to circum-
vent at the very beginning of his career by inventing his own artistic, cross-
species performance form, his Théâtre Équestre.

Three decades after starting to perform his own dressage acts, the 
production of Ex Anima was another attempt to break the economic 
‘spell’ by envisioning a way to show the animal spirits of the animal 
actors. The combination of conditioned dressage tricks and free animal 
movements in Ex Anima recalls the body-mind discourse that preoc-
cupied precapitalistic French philosophers in the eighteenth-century. 
Diderot, for example, stressed that human actors performed mechani-
cally, as corporeal machines who have no soul but are driven by what 
he called (nerve) fibres rather than ‘animal spirits’ to explain how act-
ing can be used as a craft and the body as an instrument.100 The athe-
ist and anti-Cartesian doctor-philosopher Julien Offray de La Mettrie 
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provocatively argued against Diderot, suggesting that both humans and 
animals operate like machines, but that they are nonetheless both souled 
‘automatons’.101 Challenging Cartesian dualism that draws a line be-
tween mind-body and human–animal and only attributes a ‘spirit’ to 
humans while regarding animals as soulless machines, La Mettrie drew 
on his own empirical findings and provocatively argued that the hu-
man and animal functions of the organs are expressed through ‘animal 
spirits’.102 Ex Anima addresses, with its title, the troubles of keeping 
the soul, the animal spirits, animated in a mechanically performed dres-
sage act, because his shows have long operated as commodified human– 
animal spectacles. As the animal performers are under the control of 
humans, which is reinforced by them standing either on the outside 
or inside the ring and holding the animals on ropes, the animal actors 
come to act—similar to Bartabas’s human performers—as living props, 
as controlled living beings who have to perform submissively, and yet, 
at the same time, as expressively and freely as possible to demonstrate a 
spectacular bodily aesthetics.

Bartabas’s performers can be described as exemplifying what Adorno 
calls a ‘domesticated naturalism’ (ein domestizierter Naturalismus) in ref-
erence to the liberal market mechanism.103 Circus animals doing tricks 
appear as ‘emptied images’, Yoram S. Carmeli notes, as their tameness in 
human spectacles provokes anxiety over nature losing some of its assumed 
realness.104 Although Ex Anima seems to emerge from a self-critical reflec-
tion of Bartabas’s working method with animals, it restages the power im-
balances between dressaged human and animal actors and puts them into 
a theatrically delusive light. Instead of letting the animals perform them-
selves on the stage, as Beuys does, Bartabas set out to choreograph their 
appearances and movements according to tasks that they had to perform 
throughout history. This poses the question of how humans ask animals 
to perform for them.

In the attempt to theatrically do away with centaurian myths, in 
which humans and horses are conceived of as one body, the animals in 
Ex Anima are presented as actors, as animal subjects. Such an apparently 
forceless performance practice of human and animal dressage describes, 
following Lauren Berlant, ‘a model for subjectivity in general’: Dressage, 
she notes, ‘scrambles the distinction between forced adaptation, pleasur-
able variation, and threatening dissolution of life-confirming norms’ in 
the ongoing crisis of the everyday, which is organised by capitalism.105 
Embedded within the capitalist operations of the leisure time industry, 
Bartabas’s animal actors come to perform as simultaneously animated 
and machinic. They effectively respond to and interact with their hu-
man co-performers, trainers, and caretakers, to whom they are attached 
and with whom they perform their animalities together in a theatrically 
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staged non-acting manner, in and as dressage acts within the capitalist 
framework.

Conclusion: Theatrical Experiments with Animals

Given that humans have interacted and thought with animals since 
their domestication, which has configured both flesh-and-blood actors 
as human and animal subjects, it is fitting to recall the words of Isabelle 
Stengers. The philosopher of science has raised her voice to caution against 
understanding and using the notion of the human and nonhuman as two 
different ‘things’. ‘Nonhumans’, she notes,

were never cast out of the political fold, because this political field 
mobilized the very category of humans, and that this category is any-
thing but neutral as it entails human exceptionalism at its crudest—
reducing (against Plato and the biblical God) what causes humans to 
think and feel to human productions. From this standpoint, the very 
drastic opposition between human and nonhumans would then itself 
be the witness of this unleashed power of this (nonhuman) Idea that 
made us humans, as it allowed us to claim exception, to affirm the 
most drastic cut between those beings who ‘have ideas’ and every-
thing else, from stones to apes.106

Stengers reinforces here that it would be a true faux pas to return to a 
Kantian rationalist idealism that regards humans as the ultimate measure 
of all that lives and exists in the world, and conceives of nonhumans as 
being only recently integrated into political theory. As humans have con-
tinuously performed with animals, precisely because of their animalities, 
the societal dressage of human and animal actors is therefore affirmative 
of their animalities—leading to that the performance practice of dressage 
realises the subjectivities of humans and animals interactively.

‘Animal spirits’ are what drive symbiotic interactions between and 
across societally dressaged humans and animals: They often intuitively give 
hands, feet, eyes, and brain to one another and thereby equalise hetero-
geneous and unequal biological, economic, and political operations. Even 
the John Maynard Keynes, who argued for market regulation in times of 
socio-economic crisis, noted that people decide to do ‘something positive 
[…] as a result of animal spirits—of a spontaneous urge to action rather 
than inaction, and not as the outcome of a weighted average of quanti-
tative benefits multiplied by quantitative probabilities’.107 As differences 
generate symbioses that empower nonhuman and human actors alike and 
generate species companionships, facing what is inhuman in the human 
is a first step to that allow for more tolerant practices of making with.108 
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Being conscious of differences between and across humans and animals is 
just the beginning of learning how to work and engage with other animals 
in a more sensitive way, which could be one that lives up to the embodied 
rhythms of human and animal animality, the visceral animal spirits.

What the ancient practice of human–animal dressage has taught us 
humans continuously, reaching back to Xenophon’s very first equestrian 
manual, is that taking the bodily needs, capabilities, and potentials of do-
mesticated and socially conditioned animals seriously with which we in-
teract, also makes us feel more human again. Creation of such ‘encounter 
values’, as Haraway calls them, implies that we do not forcefully try to 
create an ethical balance between animality and the societal condition of 
dressage.109 In such rare moments, when humans and animals can perform 
more freely together, their societal and economic dressage can also mate-
rialise within the capitalist societal infrastructures, instead of having to 
perform according to neoliberalised humanistic desires.

As bodily animality and anthropocentric dressage methods are de-
pendent on one another, ethical and aesthetic approaches towards acting 
are also interwoven; socially valuable forms of non-acting in interspe-
cies performances unfold within these intersections. English, Beuys, and 
Bartabas’s ethically driven non-acting approach towards human–animal 
dressage demonstrates that it is possible to move away from purely repre-
sentational, reproductive human and animal acting conceptions, if animal 
agency is increasingly interacted with, as well as allowed to independently 
perform alongside human agency. The artistic dressage acts that I have 
analysed with critical theory, and historically contextualised, dismantle 
the idea of humanism by corporeally staging what is inhuman, through 
close engagements with animals, who constitute an externally embodied 
form of animality. And it is animals who, indeed, help us to recognise, as 
Alan Read stresses, our human limits.110

English, Beuys, and Bartabas’s performances with animals pose a chal-
lenge to the established hierarchies implicit in human and animal acting, 
in which domesticated and trained animals can only perform perfected 
dressage movements. The artists do not uncritically reproduce histori-
cally ingrained power imbalances, but: English’s comedian performance, 
My Mathematics, shows that the rehearsal process with a real animal co- 
produces the human script and the actual performance, if animals are al-
lowed to perform interactively with humans as well as misbehave their 
orders; Joseph Beuys’s Titus Andronicus/Iphigenie presents animality by 
letting the animal just be on the stage with him inside its own zone; and 
Bartabas’s spectacular dressage acts show that performances with animals 
are concerned with the issue of keeping the animal spirits implicit in cul-
tural dressage performances alive. Although these three artists attribute 
different amounts of agency to their animal co-performers, all of their 
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performances demonstrate a self-critical approach to societal dressage, as 
they dare to negotiate their subjectivities together with animals. English, 
Beuys, and Bartabas’s dressage acts reinforce that animals are not living 
performance props, but animal actors with their own subjectivities.

Embedded within the cultural performance machinery, these three  
human–animal performances also draw attention to the fact that domesti-
cated animals work and are employed similarly to labouring human actors 
in the performance-based capitalist system.111 When they perform them-
selves physically, they start to embody use values and create cultural sur-
plus values. Subjected to production, labouring artists and their working 
animals are economically entangled: They both realise their subjectivities 
when they come to, albeit to different degrees, perform themselves inter-
actively in front of an audience. The key difference between human and 
animal actors is, of course, that while the artists conceptualise, produce, 
and realise dressage acts, the animal actors are often employed in their 
performances as living props.

As not all animals can be trained to act in specific ways like horses, 
I have focused on their dressage acts in comparison to other interspe-
cies performances, in which artists have performed with arguably non- 
dressage-able animals. The inclusion of different animals and animal spe-
cies in artistic performance works invites us, as I have outlined through 
the socially progressive combination of posthumanist and critical Marxist 
analysis, to imagine more ethical ways that human actors can perform 
with other nonhuman actors, on and off the stage. Theatrically staged 
dressage acts, as discussed in this chapter, reinforce that the theatre oper-
ates as a site in which collective critical thinking can be generated and 
performed by non-acting humans together with their animal actors.
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The Technology of Dressage
Animal Machines

The domination-exploitation of human beings begins with animals, wild 
beasts and cattle […] After which human beings separated themselves from 
each other: on the one hand the masters, men worthy of this name – and on 
the other, the subhumans, treated like animals […] given the progress, the 
advances that there were through the situation: in knowledge, technology, 
world exploration and the mastery of the natural. Man made himself master 
and possessor of nature, of the sensible, of substance. It was throughout 
this that he divided himself against himself, in realising himself. Thus did 
capitalism!1

Throughout history, Western cultures have appropriated animals for their 
animal powers and spirits and treated them like economic resources to 
increase their socio-economic performance. In twentieth-century com-
petitive capitalism, the progressive advancement of humans’ reproduc-
tive activities with animal work has generated the perception that living 
beings can perform like machines. Before the invention and subsequent 
mass production of the automobile and steam engine in the second-half 
of the nineteenth-century, horses were used as physical workers and 
means of transportation, in addition to working the land. Henri Lefebvre’s 
above-cited comment criticises that much of the profit-generating capital-
ist production is built on the premise of exploiting ‘nature’ (human and 
animal life) to meet anthropocentrically created socio-political and socio- 
economic necessities. He draws particular attention to the fact that this 
form of human mastery over animals, part of the dominantly male colo-
nial project, has reproduced power imbalances between humans and non-
humans, which in turn increases the accumulation of capital.

Lefebvre’s Marxist critique of how humans apply human and ani-
mal labour power in the capitalist system relates back to Marx and 
Engels’ observations about specific species differences between human 
and animal nature, at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. Before 
Darwin’s co-evolutionary theory was published and started to challenge 

5
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the divine image of human superiority in the name of scientific progress 
in 1859, by proposing a more egalitarian and categorical approach to 
the diversity of human, animal, and plant life,2 the young Karl Marx 
noted about human production in his economic manuscripts from 1844 
that ‘all production is appropriation of nature on the part of an in-
dividual within and through a specific form of society’; for Marx, it 
is therefore ‘a tautology to say that property (appropriation), as the 
ownership of animals, is a precondition of production’.3 Thinking with 
Marx, Friedrich Engels stresses that the exploitation of other natural 
resources separates humans from animals. While animals use, feed on, 
and change their external nature to sustain themselves physically, he 
stresses that humans consciously appropriate their natural environment 
(including animals), and learn how to control and change it.4 The abil-
ity to intentionally change the environment around them distinguishes 
‘animal work’ from ‘human labour’: Human labour does not only serve 
the fulfilment of bodily human–animal needs, but it also leads to the 
generation of economic surplus. The issue of the monetary capitalist 
system is, however, not capitalism per se, as Lefebvre stresses in his com-
mentary from 1991, but how and under which conditions human and 
animal agencies perform to generate economic and, ideally, also surplus 
values, in the capitalist system.5

Racing Horses, Performance Technologies

The anthropocentric cross-species performance practice of and economy 
around horse-racing is representative of this cross-species socio-economic 
issue. Drawing on Marxist analysis (Marx, Sohn-Rethel, Federici), this 
chapter analyses a selection of late twentieth-century filmic and photo-
graphic documentary works that critically address the tensions and syn-
ergies implicit in the cultural performance form of horse-racing. Robert 
Morris’s horse performance Pace and Progress (1969), Mark Wallinger’s 
A Real Work of Art (1992–94), and Tamara Grcic’s Turf (1999) not only 
feature racing horses, with each distinctly addressing the socio-economic, 
eugenic, and physical dressage mechanisms of the competitive culture of 
horse-racing, but they also expose that the spectacularisation implicit in 
using their horse power (the animal’s embodied nature) for the production 
of economic surplus values is temporally and physically limited.

Critical of technological and economic progress, Morris, Wallinger, 
and Grcic neither artistically experiment with the latest technological 
apparatuses, nor do they produce new ones to address how racehorses 
perform. In contrast to the nineteenth-century serial instant photography 
of Eadweard Muybridge, Étienne-Jules Marey, and Ottomar Anschütz, 
who artistically and scientifically advanced the apparatus of photography 
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while capturing the movements of galloping and trotting horses, the still 
and moving images of Morris, Wallinger, and Grcic draw attention to the 
structural problem of considering and treating ‘racing horses’ as techno-
logical performance tools in the performance-based economy. This chap-
ter therefore explores the following question.

If the systematic appropriation of selectively bred, ‘broken-in’—which 
in non-equestrian terms means conditioned—and trained horses lies in hu-
mans’ nature and contributes to the reproduction of the capitalist system, 
what does this tell us about how we came to understand human and ani-
mal nature—the dressaged animalities of humans and animals—in regard 
to the technological performance practices of dressage?

In contrast to Chapter II, in which I discuss ‘a feeling for nature’ to 
critically outline the relation between horses’ natural and artificial move-
ments presented as performance spectacles in early modern France, as well 
as in contrast to Chapter III, in which I explore ethical possibilities of 
interactive forms of non-acting between humans and animals in theatrical 
stage performances, this chapter analyses a selection of artistic new media 
works that critically visualise the physical impact that the professionalised 
performance practice of racing, including the industry around it, has on 
horses. As racing is spurred by improving selective-breeding, training, and 
performance methods, and thereby simultaneously advances the identity 
markers and natural capacities of the animals (their bodily animality), 
the horse-racing industry combines scientific with cultural performance 
methods. Racehorses operate as what Bruno Latour refers to as ‘hybrids’.6 
These nonhuman animals are neither fully subject or object, nor are they 
performing either as machinic or organic actors, but they are always al-
ready both and represent scientific and economic production.

When I use the term performance in this chapter, I do this to, on one 
hand, address ‘a broad spectrum of performance’ embedded within cul-
tural realms as live and mediated spectacles.7 And, on the other hand, 
I understand performance in economic terms, anchored to Jon McKen-
zie’s term ‘techno-performance’, which refers to technological perfor-
mances that develop through scientific performance research.8 Focusing 
on both the corporeally executed sportive performances and their tech-
nologically produced photographic and filmic representations (the ‘vis-
ual abstractions’ of their mediated cultural performances), the chapter’s 
entangled performance-new media framework resonates with the his-
torically ingrained corporeal-technological, human–animal entangle-
ment: Horses have been socio-economically used as bio-technology to 
extend humans’ physical capabilities, enabling humans to progressively 
realise themselves in society; resulting in the generation of humans and 
animals’ dressaged animalities, which is enacted as a physical perfor-
mance of their dressage.
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The Horse-Racing Industry

The infrastructure of the modernist horse-racing industry plays an impor-
tant role in the performance practice of race-horsing plays. It comprises the 
horses’ owners, breeders, trainers, riders, fans, bettors, consumers of souve-
nirs, and the horses—which is similar to the art industry’s social environment 
shaped by collectors, curators, gallery and museum workers, and visitors, 
writers, and artists. The commodification of the corporeal performances 
of humans and animals (their labour power) is indicative of the dressage 
performance practice of the leisure time horse-racing industry, which pro-
duces the animals’ economic values. Each training session and performance 
increasingly transforms the performers, leading to a situation in which the 
animal athletes embody, similar to other physical artistic practices, the socio- 
economic performance rhythm of the capitalist operations. When the com-
bination of scientific breeding, training, and competing (a combination of 
human and animal labour deriving from their bodily animality) is success-
fully performed, then these animals are transformed into living capital.

This cultural use of such dressaged horses implies that these animals 
have to perform human orders, and their dressage (their culturally shaped, 
alienated animalities), in order to exist. The economic mechanisms of, and 
around, the contemporary horse-racing industry are determined by the 
animals’ track performances and literally determine the duration of their 
lives, up to the very second: This starts with them being born and trained, 
followed by them having to perform until they do not or cannot generate 
sufficient economic (surplus) values anymore through successful racing or 
reproducing, and often ends with them being shot.

It is well known that the horse-racing industry is one of the cruellest lei-
sure time industries in which animals are used. Each year around 100,000 
new thoroughbred foals, of which only a small proportion make it to the 
performance track, are registered worldwide. The horse-racing industry is 
not necessarily cruel because of its physical training methods but is so be-
cause the horses that fail, get injured, or do not make it to the races before 
they reach the age of three or four, are mostly shot or slaughtered.9 About 
75% of the existing racehorses are slaughtered every year.10 In the horse-
racing industry, horses have to perform their perfected bodily powers at a 
fast pace. This performance form is therefore not sustainable over a longer 
period as it feeds on a short-term extraction of their bodily resources.

Chapter Summary

The following analyses of Morris, Wallinger, and Grcic’s use of still pho-
tography and moving-images of racehorses draw particular attention to 
the corrupted mechanism of the horse-racing industry. Robert Morris’s 
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performance Pace & Progress (1969) and his book Hurting Horses (2005); 
Mark Wallinger’s real-life performance project, A Real Work of Art (1992–
94); and Tamara Grcic’s video installation, Turf (1999) visually capture—in 
non-moralising and non-sentimental ways—the legitimised practice of ex-
ploiting animals’ physical performance capabilities, which makes them ap-
pear as if they were animal machines, performing live, as speculative capital.

Morris’s performance, Pace and Progress, and his later-published poetic 
essay collection, Hurting Horses (2005), shows that, if horses were not 
exploited for their horse power to technologically advance human mobil-
ity and produce economic (surplus) values, then animal nature would not 
have to strike back and remind humans of their bodily limitations. While 
Morris critically tests his own stamina and that of his animal co-performers, 
Mark Wallinger engages with the socio-economic and corporeal perfor-
mance operations of the British horse-racing culture and challenges the 
fact that the actual bodily performance of selectively-bred and trained 
horses, and thereby their creation of economic values, depends solely on 
their pedigree. In contrast to the work of Morris and Wallinger, which 
draws attention to the structural exploitation of horses, Grcic’s looped 
filmic installation, Turf, abstracts the bodily mechanics of racehorses from 
their immediate environment. Her work offers a critical model to analyse 
the visceral strains that nonhuman performers experience in the competi-
tive leisure-time sports industry, which is spurred by gambling.

Wallinger, Morris, and Grcic critically approach the uses and exploita-
tion of horses in the Western capitalist system, where they function as 
technologies. While Morris demonstrated the use of horses as mechani-
cal machines in his endurance performance in 1969, the other new media 
works were produced after the Western capitalist system brought down 
Eastern socialism and increasingly started to implement global forms of 
‘laissez-faire-liberalism’ (also referred to as neoliberalism) and speculative 
financialisation mechanisms.11 Wallinger and Grcic’s photographic and 
filmic documentary works of competing racehorses reinforce the specula-
tive base of capitalism, culminating in the events of the financial crises in 
the late 2010s. In comparison to Morris’s preoccupation with stamina, 
feeding on his bodily resources and that of horses, their work critically 
exposes the modernist machinery built around the high performances of 
racehorses in the 1990s.

To provide further insights into the tensions operating between the bod-
ily capabilities and the societally constructed techno-performance condi-
tion of dressage, in which humans and animals perform with different 
amounts of agency, let’s first examine Morris’s Pace & Progress: A pho-
tographically documented live performance that focuses on the physical 
exploitation of the self-dressaged artist and the horses with whom, and 
through which he performed.
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Testing Physical Limits: Robert Morris’s Horse Performances

For Robert Morris the desire to perform politically gained currency in 
1969, a key year in his career: Four years after terminating his perfor-
mance career with the Judson Church Theatre, Morris performed Pace 
& Process, his one and only work with real animals, when participating 
in Willoughby Sharp’s similarly entitled Place & Process exhibition at the 
Edmonton Art Gallery in Alberta, Canada. In the self-instructed perfor-
mance choreography, the artist rode several broken-in and socially condi-
tioned horses back and forth in a straight line on green grass, to encounter 
their and his own physical limits.

In the 2000s, Morris critically reflected upon his exploitative use of 
horse power to make an artistic performance in his book Hurting Horses 
(2005).12 While, in 1969, he tested his stamina with several privately-owned 
horses to execute the task that he had set himself in advance, 40 years later, 
he literally tried to come to terms with his continuously progressive and 
productive artistic performance practice. His collection of texts, Hurting 
Horses, is his first and last written publication. The book comprises 12 
literary texts about the cultural and technological significance of horses. 
Across these sections, Morris reflects upon his upbringing with horses at 
the stockyard where his father worked in Kansas, his wrangler summer 
job in Wyoming in the 1950s, and his artistic performance Pace and Pro-
cess. Although he claims in the text ‘Horseworld’ that we do not need 
to bother with subjective ethical judgements, Morris’s physical and text-
based performance with horses pursues a clearly entangled political and 
ethical agenda that critiques the exploitation of animals as technological 
means.13 The intrinsic motivation of Pace and Process is mirrored by its 
production as well as performance process.

Performing in Artforum

In 1969, two months after Morris’s Pace and Process took place in Alberta, 
the artist’s initial proposal for the performance was printed in the November 
issue of Artforum, alongside its photographic documentation (Fig. 5.1).14 
40 years later, the revised version of the same proposal was printed in Hurt-
ing Horses.15 While both versions included a description of the performance, 
only his later art writing lists all the materials needed for the performance, 
which Morris requested to have available: ‘10 to 12 polo ponies or well-
broken ranch quarter horses’, an experienced groom, two light Western type 
saddles, bits, blankets, feed, water buckets, as well as a sequential motion 
photography apparatus (which seems to be inspired by the chronophotogra-
phy machine Eadweard Muybridge developed), operated by a hired photog-
rapher on the performance site at 8 a.m. on 6 September 1969.
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The proposal printed in Artforum excludes the materials, as well as 
his concern for caring for the horses on the site. In the Artforum version 
Morris however notes that he initially asked for a number of earth-movers 
to be available on the performance site, but then, as the second proposal 
states, he eventually decided to make a performance with two real horses. 
The artist’s change of mind, going for living co-performers instead of in-
animate machines, on the one hand underpins Morris’s ethico-political 
concern towards realising this commissioned performance, and, on the 
other, it gives the impression that Morris considered his co-performers as 
living performance props. While machines entirely perform according to 
humans’ instructions, Morris’s choice to work with living animals that he 

Figure 5.1  Robert Morris, Pace and Process, as printed in Artforum, November 
1969, Vol. 8, No. 3, photograph Bob Fiore © The Estate of Robert 
Morris/Bildrecht, Wien 2024.
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borrowed implies that he not only had to pay attention to the animals’ 
well-being but that he also took into account the risk that working with 
previously unknown animals implies.

In the Artforum proposal, Morris states that he intended to race the 
horses, one after another, back and forth along a straight line, and to 
change horses when one became exhausted, until either the horses or 
he himself became too exhausted to continue, or until a path had been 
worn in the grass. Despite setting out to take the physical limitations 
of his co-performers and himself as the durational limit for his perfor-
mance, in Hurting Horses Morris confesses, decades later, that although 
two horses threw him off their backs, he continued his performance as 
he did not injure himself.16 The artist’s overriding of the animals’ dis-
sent to continue being raced back and forth in an assembly line style 
explains why it was, in the end, the owner of the G Bar E ranch, the per-
formance site, who eventually terminated Morris’s performance, when 
a brown trace had been engraved onto the green field. Hence, it was the 
ranch owner’s concern for the material condition of his properties, not 
for his animals, that determined the end point of Morris’s continuous 
performance.

Although humans and animals are running on physical energy and, 
literally, feed on nature, Morris’s pre-conceptualised durational perfor-
mance with horses reinforces that it is humans who decide how animals 
perform their embodied animalities with and for them. As the artist per-
formed with and, at the same time, against himself as well as with the 
animals, the artist treated himself and the horses like animal machines. 
Karl Marx’s definition of nature is telling about Morris’s technological 
use of nature. In Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx 
notes that although humans live in nature and appropriate it, nature 
functions as man’s ‘inorganic body’, as an extension of the universal hu-
man subject.17

Decades later, after the experience of Pace and Progress in a natural 
environment, Morris reconsidered his mechanical and rational under-
standing not only of animals’ but also humans’ animality. In the po-
etic texts on the societal function of horses in Hurting Horses, Morris 
self-reflexively questions humans’ exploitive use of animal nature as 
corporeal technology. In the introduction of that book, he refers back 
to Raymond Duchamp-Villon’s sculptural fusion of the horse with a 
machine from 1914 and highlights the pre-industrially ingrained horse-
machine metaphor with a positive remark on human technology. He 
outlines that technology ‘advanced’ society by the mid-twentieth- 
century and increasingly replaced animal, as well as human physical la-
bour with real machines.18 Arguing for the liberation of horses through 
modern technology, Morris draws attention to the animal’s historical 
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use in the advancement of human history. In the introduction of his 
artist book, he writes:

[I]f advancing technology, not empathy, freed the horse from six mil-
lennia of enslavement, this animal is inseparable from numerous and 
significant so-called advances in warfare, agriculture and urbaniza-
tion in the West. Take this carrot, Equus, and stand still and let me 
look you in the eye.19

To embed Morris’s insistence on human agency in regard to both the 
uses of animals and technology (his animal ethics) within his processual 
artistic performance practice, the following section explores the dialec-
tics operating between a productive and exploitive use of bodily animality 
within the socio-economic dressage operations of political economy.

‘The Body in Motion’: A Progressive Performance Practice

Over several decades, Morris has performed in front of live audiences, 
published analytical texts, and exhibited his own and others’ artworks. 
His artistic performance practice spans from body-based minimal art 
(new dance) to sculpture and art writing. Interested in both perform-
ing with his own body and with objects installed inside gallery spaces, 
Morris made his debut as a performer as part of the Living Theatre and 
the Judson Dance Theatre in New York in the early 1960s. Together 
with a group of emerging artists, he developed a non-virtuosic, yet highly 
technical, task-based performance aesthetics, which, by the mid-1970s, 
became a common postmodern approach to performance-making that 
explored the definition of art through the application of the body.20 In 
Notes on Dance (1965), he remarks that his performance practice was 
sparked by his interest in ‘the body in motion’, an attempt to find alter-
native movements rather than exemplifying culturally inscribed dance 
techniques.21

In April 1969, the same year Morris made Pace and Process with real 
horses, his partner at that time, Yvonne Rainer, choreographed the famous 
evening-length piece, The Mind is the Muscle, at the Anderson Theatre in 
New York (which comprises her group dance Horses, analysed in Chapter III).22 
The thematic connection between Morris’s solo performance with several 
horses and Rainer’s group performances with humans imitating dancing 
horses is underpinned by the termination of their relationship. On 27 July 
1969, Morris wrote to Rainer that they should go their separate ways.23 
The end of their creative relationship is connected to Rosalind Krauss’s 
remark about Morris’s performance work. She notes that his move from 
‘task performance’ (new dance) to the notion of ‘process art’ as ‘a form of 
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performance came naturally’ to Morris: This was the same year when he 
made Pace and Progress.24

1969 marks not only the breaking point of Morris and Rainer’s rela-
tionship, and his move away from dance to other modes of performing so-
cietally as an artist, but it was also an extremely productive and successful 
moment in his career. He was involved in three ground-breaking process 
art exhibitions that self-referentially displayed materials, leading to the 
incorporation of emerging American artistic practices into financially sup-
ported operations of the art industry. At the turn of the year, in December 
1968, Morris curated the show ‘Anti-Form’ at the Leo Castelli Warehouse 
in New York City. The show is widely known as 9 at Leo Castelli but was, 
in fact, hardly seen, as it only ran for 15 days.25 Morris brought together 
works by Alan Saret, Claes Oldenburg, Eva Hesse, Keith Sonnier, Richard 
Serra, and Bruce Nauman. He also considered inviting Joseph Beuys, who 
however rejected participating, as he did not want to be the only European 
artist in the show. In his Artforum essay, ‘Anti Form’, published just before 
the show, he notes that the exhibition focuses on processes of making and 
the materiality of things, rather than on finished art objects.26 Morris’s 
artistic performance approach was inspired by Jackson Pollock’s physi-
cal painting technique—which the Marxist art critic Harold Rosenberg 
referred to as action painting—to read the ‘performing’ artist subject into 
painting, rather than focusing on the painting’s content.27

After the show ‘Anti-Form’, Morris was invited to participate in the 
seminal Earth Art exhibition in February 1969, curated by Willoughby 
Sharp at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. The show comprised—
amongst others—the work of Walter de Maria, Robert Smithson, Richard 
Long, Dennis Oppenheim, and Hans Haacke. Sharp’s show was the first 
larger exhibition to present ‘land art’, which is a category of contem-
porary art that privileged site-specific artworks and exhibitions, often 
embedded in the landscape. His other group show, Place and Progress, 
presented photographic documentation by Carl Andre, Walter de Maria, 
Hans Haacke, Richard Long, Robert Smithson, and Joseph Beuys, who 
made site-specific outdoor performances that mimicked Morris’s perfor-
mance method of Pace and Process, as art objects at the Edmonton Art 
Gallery in Canada.28

Although Morris’s artistic solo performance practice was productive 
and progressive in artistic terms, he was indeed critical of human and tech-
nological progress. Amidst the emerging post-Fordism and the increas-
ing decline of physical labour in the late 1960s, he was preoccupied with 
developing a pioneering artistic technique, rather than with performing 
efficiently in the capitalist system. At that time, ‘process’ became, how-
ever, as Julia Bryon-Wilson remarks, ‘increasingly institutionalised’ as a 
distinct artistic category.29 Morris’s choice to appropriate the energy of 
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Quarter horses (living technological means) in Pace and Process—who 
could not choose if they wanted to perform with him—shows that he lit-
erally applied the animated motive power of these animals, as well as his 
own labour, and thereby performatively captured the process of physical 
exhaustion, performed as art.

Horse-Power as Artistic Performance Motive

Over centuries, horses have been used as animated technological tools, 
living beings who perform their horse-power. They have been exploited 
for their physical animality and used as ‘moving forces’, as Karl Marx 
refers to them in Das Kapital; even in spite of the fact that ‘horse-power’ 
is, as Marx remarks, ‘the worst of all the great motors handed down from 
the manufacturing period’ as ‘a horse has a head of his own [and] partly 
because he is costly, and the extent to which he is applicable in factories 
is restricted’.30 Despite the apparently irrational human appropriation of 
horses as living means of production to make them co-workers, horses 
continue being used for their abilities and capabilities—their ‘horse power’ 
(HP), which is still used today as a measure of mechanical force in our 
increasingly digitalised world. Horses have been broken in and trained in 
specific ways to transform their physical power into a linear, machine-like 
labour force.

Predating the mechanical and digitally programmed performance ef-
ficiency of machines, horses not only literally ‘ran’ the precapitalistic 
machinery with their bodies until the early twentieth-century, but they 
were also killed to be eaten. Such exploitive use of animals, amongst 
others, prompted Adorno and Horkheimer to stress that animals have 
always suffered in human hands.31 Lefebvre’s theory of dressage, in 
contrast, draws attention to a different aspect implicit in using animals. 
He notes that it is the technical transformation of raw and intention-
ally bred animals into workers that make them societally useful: ‘[U]
nder the imperious direction of the breeder or the trainer, [animals] 
produce their bodies, which are entered into social, which is to say 
human, practice. The bodies of broken-in animals have a use-value’.32 
Rather than producing an external object by using a particular machine 
or technique, animal workers become, Lefebvre continues, machinic 
as they obediently perform according to the rhythm of capital: This 
is the rhythm of the everyday that ‘produces everything (things, men, 
people, etc.) and destroys everything’.33 Morris’s use of horses in Pace 
and Progress, and also its title, directly address the artist’s preoccupa-
tion with questions concerning self-efficiency and optimisation to pro-
duce cultural and ideally economic values. The way Morris uses horses 
reinforces that he measured his own corporeally performed efficiency 
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through the number of horses that he could ride in one go. As long as 
he or the animals had energy, Morris intended to ride them in machine-
like ways.

To a certain extent, Morris’s performance with horses is reminiscent 
of Frederick W. Taylor’s scientific theory and Henry Ford’s approaches 
to human labour power, which gave birth to the assembly line of fac-
tory production to produce the twentieth-century mass commodity, such 
as, Kristin Ross notes, the ‘car for the masses’.34 Taylor mechanised and 
quantified manual labour according to time units and scientific principles 
in order to increase the profit of capitalists who buy living labour power 
to operate and manage their production machineries, in order to gener-
ate first economic values and then surplus values, resulting in financial 
wealth. Taylor’s motion studies are one of the first management models 
that increased production output in fewer time units by measuring labour 
tasks with a stopwatch.35 His standardisation and monotonisation of fac-
tory workers’ physical labour aimed at increasing the efficiency of an ideal 
‘workman’: A person who is hard-working, good-willed, resourceful, and 
effectively operates machines as the factory’s manager tells him to.36 This 
modernist, self-submissive scientific approach to industrial mass produc-
tion puts into practice what Marx critically describes in Das Kapital. He 
notes that ‘all work executed at the machine requires an early dressage of 
the worker to shape his movements uniformly’.37

Although Morris’s performance is similarly monotonous and operates 
12 animals-like machines, his artistic performance with horses criticises 
exactly what it mimics. As it was the ranch owner who determined the end 
of Pace and Progress, not the exhaustion of the horses, the artist’s perfor-
mance foregrounds how inhuman a Taylorist approach to human and ani-
mal labour is; it stresses that the ‘performer’s’ feeling for one’s bodily limits 
are being overridden and controlled by the one who owns the means of 
production. When the sense of oneself is suppressed, then alienation takes 
over. This leads to humans experiencing ‘nature’, as Alfred Sohn-Rethel 
notes, precisely when labour alienates them from their bodily animality.38 
It is therefore the use and externalisation of animal and ‘inorganic nature’, 
to use Marx’s term again, that defines how human nature, and its exter-
nalisation, in the form of objects and as cultural performances.

Horses (Still) in Motion: Performance as Photographic Material

Morris was aware that the performance of human labour and nonhu-
man work remains only corporeally inscribed. To exhibit Pace & Process 
as an external object at the Edmonton Art Gallery, he took inspiration 
from Eadweard Muybridge’s The Horse in Motion and his nineteenth-
century invention of chronophotography. In the 1870s, Muybridge built 
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a photographic apparatus, comprised of 12 cameras installed in a straight 
line that were connected with wires lying in equal distance on the per-
formance field. The camera shutters were triggered when the horse ran 
through the wires. This technological apparatus could reduce the photo-
graphic exposure time of a body’s movement to 1/12 of a second (Fig. 5.2). 
The intention behind Muybridge’s technological and, at the time, ‘high-
speed’ experiment was to prove that there is a moment in which one of 
the fastest trotting horses in the world (Leland Stanford’s trotter Occident) 
has all its four legs off the ground. This technological development was in 
fact not triggered by Muybridge’s scientific curiosity, but because Leland 
Stanford commissioned him to produce such an image to win his outstand-
ing bet of $25,000.39

The technological and scientific racehorse machinery operates, Rebecca 
Solnit observes, as a metaphor for industrialisation and indicates ‘a race 
against the clock’; this means, she elaborates, ‘to race time itself in the 

Figure 5.2  Eadweard Muybridge, General View of Experiment Track, Back-
ground, and Cameras, California Palo Alto, ca. 1881, Photography 
retrieved from the Library of Congress.

9781032574851_Ch05.indd   174 29/11/24   12:30 PM



The Technology of Dressage 175

present and the historical record of the past’, as well as ‘to race against 
an idea’.40 While for Muybridge and Stanford, in contrast, every single 
second, each slice of time of a horse being ‘raced’ through their photo-
graphic apparatus mattered, for Morris it was the durational, day-long 
performance, marked only by the starting and end point of each ride, that 
determined the physical limit of the horses’ and Morris’s embodied energy. 
This cross-reading of late-nineteenth-century instantaneous photography 
with contemporary conceptual documentary art photography underpins 
the interdependence between the actual image taken, the scientific innova-
tion of technology, and motion studies.41 Just as Morris tested the limits of 
human and animal animality to exhibit his performance as an artistic per-
formance, Stanford commissioned Muybridge to take a series of images of 
‘flying horses’ to win his bet by visually capturing that a trotting horse lifts 
all its legs from the ground for an instant. In both cases, ready-made race-
horses perform their natural paces and are visually reproduced through 
the means of photographic technology—this is the nexus between human 
and animal bodies with technology that Muybridge and Morris’s experi-
mental work with horses foregrounds. What distinguishes Muybridge’s 
photographic and Morris’s performance work, one made with 12 cameras, 
and the other with 12 horses, is that, for Morris, the performing human 
and animal bodies were more important than the documentation and the 
camera-technology, because he performed, himself, with horses and did 
not work with the camera.

Although Morris set out to have nine sequential photographs taken, as 
well as one before and after finishing riding each horse, only three pho-
tographs survived from the performance.42 The photographer Bob Fiore 
captured Morris’s self-imposed ‘dressage test’ as three still and sequential 
images on film: One horizontally developed film strip shows Morris on a 
horse galloping away from the photographic apparatus, one shows the 
artist in profile, and another one shows him in a vertical film strip constel-
lation. These photographic documents were exhibited as part of Sharp’s 
gallery show and printed in Artforum (Fig. 5.1).

The reliance of performance on an external visual documentation, to 
prove that it had happened, foregrounds the dependency of a physically 
performed work on an external object, which keeps it visually remain-
ing and economically in motion. Morris’s sequential photography enabled 
him to transform his performance with animals into a visual art commod-
ity, depicting his self-imposed dressage performance to test human and 
animal corporeal limits. Pace and Process operate as an ethico-political 
self-critique of his bodily embeddedness in the operations of political econ-
omy in which artists, similar to horses, have to perform specific tasks to 
generate economic values.
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Hurting Horses: Robert Morris’s Animal Ethics

Decades later, Morris critically reflected not only on the use of horses as 
a technological means for human progress but also as an artistic medium. 
In Hurting Horses, he draws attention to technology, on the one hand, 
operating as a liberating force, and to how it, on the other hand, adds 
to human progress by advancing the means of economic production. Be-
sides contemplating horses’ pre-modernist technological function and ac-
tive role as historically mobilising agents who are being appropriated for 
their labour power, Morris also addresses the use of horses in the culture 
industry to realise artistic concepts. In a brief statement, printed in Hurt-
ing Horses, he remarks that he considers the taming and breaking in of 
horses as ‘immoral’ and that he ‘regret[s] having made so-called art with 
these animals’.43 It is the dual use of horses as human technologies and 
motifs in art that Morris condemns at a later point in his life. The way 
Morris approached making artistic work, and working with horses as a 
wrangler and artist, resonates with a note by Katia Schneller and Noura 
Wedell. In their analysis of Morris’s earlier writing on his own artistic 
practice, published in leading academic journals and contemporary art 
magazines, Schneller and Wedell note that although Morris performs the 
role of the critic through his writing, he does not directly critique the in-
stitutional, museum, and academic, or commercial gallery realms in which 
his work performs and through which it is validated.44 In contrast to Mor-
ris’s embedded art criticism, his much later poetic texts printed in Hurting 
Horses—which Schneller and Wedell do not consider—cast a new light 
onto the work of the progressive artist: Hurting Horses demonstrates that 
Morris was interested in a larger societal critique and not primarily in the 
critique of art institutions.

In Hurting Horses, we learn that Morris’s performance Pace and Pro-
cess emerged as a critique of his job as a wrangler in the 1950s and was 
performed with borrowed horses. His documentary short-story, ‘Wran-
gling’, recalls Morris’s intense physical experience of breaking-in and 
working with horses.45 He writes that working days were long, beginning 
at six o’clock in the morning and ending in the evenings, with most days 
being spent in the saddle, cleaning, feeding, and shoeing horses.46 After 
outlining the tasks he had to do as a wrangler, the text ends with a reflec-
tion on an accident that happened to one of his experienced colleagues 
who physically abused his own riding horse and was later killed in a riding 
accident with the same horse. A comparative reading of Morris’s literary 
documentary text and his performance Pace and Progress makes clear that 
he first returned to his professional non-artistic work through his artis-
tic performance with horses, and again later in writing, to conceptually 
work through this traumatising experience. Morris’s artistic practice is 
therefore not only progressive in artistic terms, but it also conveys a clear 
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ethico-political message as it criticises the use of horses for their embodied 
energy as technological means.

A visual comparison between Morris’s documented live performance 
Pace and Process and the work of his contemporary, Bruce Nauman, who, 
in 1988, made the cowboy video performance, Green Horses, further sug-
gests that Morris’s artistic performance practice was highly self-reflective. 
While Morris later regretted making an artistic performance with horses, 
Nauman has continuously bred, broken-in, and trained Quarter horses on 
his own ranch in New Mexico, where he used to live with his wife, the ab-
stract-figurative painter Susan Rothenberg, who died in May 2020. Nau-
man’s reproductive approach towards working with horses is visualised by 
the aesthetics of his pastel-coloured video, which he made almost 20 years 
after Morris. Nauman first exhibited Green Horses at the Konrad Fischer 
gallery in Düsseldorf, as a site-specific gallery installation that came with 
a leather chair, in which the viewer could sit comfortably while watching 
the work projected onto a large wall, as well as on two TV monitors (all 
showing different non-synchronised parts). Green Horses shows Nauman 
riding back and forth in straight lines and circles in a deserted landscape 
in New Mexico (Fig. 5.3). The looped video has no clear beginning and 
no end and, from time to time, turns the moving images upside down.  

Figure 5.3  Bruce Nauman, Green Horses, 1988, two-channel video installation 
(colour, sound), one projection, two monitors, and chair, 59.40 min, 
continuous play, photograph Tom Bisig, Basel © Bruce Nauman/Bil-
drecht, Vienna 2024.
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In contrast to Morris’s endurance performance, Nauman’s enduring video 
reenacts the white heroic and masculine American cowboy myth that has 
been structurally inscribed into visual moving images, representing white 
American cultures.

The most significant difference between their visually documented 
performances with horses is that, for Morris, the performance’s start 
and end point, as well as the material conditions, mattered, while Nau-
man’s videoed performance results in a looped filmic illusion that has no 
clear end or beginning. For Thomas Beard, Green Horses marks a key 
work in Nauman’s practice as it links his early and mature work.47 The 
monotonous rhythm of Nauman’s cowboy performance relates back to 
his earlier post-minimalist 16mm film work Dance or Exercise on the 
Perimeter of a Square (Square Dance) from 1967 to 1968, which he 
created alone in his studio by moving through a square, taped onto the 
floor, to the sound of a metronome. Nauman’s rhythmic performance 
with an American Quarter horse is a post-studio documentary art per-
formance, made in the same style as his early dancerly piece. Although 
Nauman and Morris take their corporeal experiences with horses as 
aesthetic points of departure for these artistic performances, Morris is 
mainly concerned with testing his bodily limits within his pre-conceptualised 
set-up. His artistic performances are, in this sense, not purely theat-
rical—which is what Michael Fried provocatively critiqued about his 
work—but are realised through his and the animals’ embodied animali-
ties, which are both dressaged according to the societal, including eco-
nomic, condition.48

As a performative attempt to free himself from the capitalist dres-
sage operations, after writing Hurting Horses, Morris wrote Unavailable 
(2011), a personal statement that he sent to people who expressed interest 
in working with him, towards the end of his life: Unavailable is telling in 
regard to his approach to artistic work. Morris declares here, in writing, 
that he does not want to answer questions and that he ‘got into the habit, 
never since broken, of writing down things instead of speaking’.49 Work-
ing through his performance documents and literary texts published as 
Hurting Horses, the first section of this chapter has outlined how Morris’s 
artistic performance oscillates between a human desire to work with hu-
man and animal animality, while simultaneously staging their socio-eco-
nomic dressage as a form of critical self-dressage, as artistic work. Morris’s 
performance, Pace and Process, and his essay collection, Hurting Horses, 
therefore underpin the idea that, if animals were not used like technologi-
cally progressive means in order to generate economic values within the 
capitalist structures of the everyday, then the very same animals would not 
have to remind us of the bodily limits of both human and animal natures, 
their animalities.

9781032574851_Ch05.indd   178 29/11/24   12:30 PM



The Technology of Dressage 179

While looking at Morris’s racing performance with horses offers a 
critique of machine-like uses of animals and humans’ labour power, the 
British artist Mark Wallinger follows a different strategy when integrating 
working horses into his critical artistic work. Wallinger gambles with ani-
mal capital, which offers a dual critique of the socio-economic framework 
of the horse-racing and art leisure-time industries. Wallinger’s long-term 
conceptual and capitalist investment in the British horse-racing industry 
puts to the test—as the following section will outline—the dialectics oper-
ating between the actual sportive performance of animality and its institu-
tionalised, racist breeding and performance dressage mechanisms.

Gambling with Animality Against Dressage:  
Mark Wallinger’s A Real Work of Art

In the early 1990s, Mark Wallinger, one of the older Young British Artists 
(YBAs), took a gamble, at a time when Britain was in a deep recession 
and wealthy people were looking for alternative investments. Just before 
the Conservatives were re-elected in May 1992 and neoliberal policies im-
plemented further privatisation, Wallinger crossed the line between the 
socio-economic means of production of art and racehorses, two markets 
that used to be mainly consumed and produced by the upper-class. He 
fundraised venture capital from several private investors—the owner of 
his London gallery Anthony Reynolds, the German racehorse stud yard 
owner and art collector Peter Vischer, his uncle Jim Wallinger—and then 
commissioned Sir Mark Prescott, the ‘king of race-horses’ from the British 
Royal horse-racing town of New Market, to find him a potential racing 
champion. Prescott, who produced more than 1,500 winning racehorses 
over the past decades, returned from the annual Tattersalls sales in Ireland 
with a two-year-old female thoroughbred chestnut horse that he bought 
for 6,600 Irish guineas. This was a relatively cheap price for a young race-
horse because she came from a working-class thoroughbred mother and a 
successful racehorse stallion. To increase the monetary and symbolic value 
of their pedigree, racehorses have to prove themselves in a competition. If 
they are successful, they can generate financial values up to six-digit num-
bers through their physical performance on a race track. As a shareholder 
of the two-year-old horse, Wallinger bet on the horse’s performance and 
named her ‘A Real Work of Art’. Over two years he let the animal perform 
its embodied animality as a living work of art on a race track.

Wallinger documented his long-term project in photographs and pre-
sented it as an art project in the hope of mediating ‘A Real Work of Art’ 
(ARWoA) through national and international mass-media sporting out-
lets. ARWoA is not only a racehorse that performed within the horse-
racing industry, but it is also an abstracted photographic representation, 
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operating in both the horse-racing and art industries. The abstracted visual 
representations of Wallinger’s project are material-based representations 
of the structurally installed dressage mechanisms that require humans 
and animals in the racehorse industry to perform extremely fast in order 
to continuously win races. Wallinger’s involvement in the social and eco-
nomic institutional operations in both the horse-racing industry and the 
art industry enabled him to put the institutionalised dressage mechanisms 
of both industries on trial, with his ARWoA, by testing to what extent the 
pedigree of a racehorse determines their performance success. In contrast 
to Morris’s documented performance, Pace and Process, which focused 
on physical capabilities, Wallinger’s ARWoA makes the socio-economic 
dressage mechanisms that transform horses into racehorses transparent.

‘Phases of Dressage’: Horses as Living Capital

The transformation of raw, but already selectively-bred horses into race-
horses is a historically inscribed (species-based) racist practice. The corpo-
real dressage of horses is intentionally applied to optimise their embodied 
animality for their performance. To progressively achieve extraordinary 
performance results with horses, the breeders and trainers of racehorses 
manipulate their gene pools. They combine linear and cyclical breeding 
rhythms, in what Lefebvre calls the ‘phases of dressage’, to describe the 
scientific mechanisms of breeding optimised first by advancing, and then 
by repeating, specific breeding combinations, and then through specific 
training practices.50

The economic and financial embeddedness of the modern horse-racing 
industry in modernist capitalist society implies that horses can be regarded 
as distinct ‘objets d’art’; Karl Marx preferred this term for ‘a work of art’ 
to stress that it is the outcome of physical practice.51 In the pre-modern age, 
racehorses were mainly selectively bred and owned by the nobility. Today, 
however, they operate as speculative living capital, which anyone with a 
certain amount of money can buy. For Nicole Shukin, ‘animal matters’ are 
shaped by ‘symbolic and economic forms of capital via the fetishistic cur-
rency of animal life’.52 Following Bourdieu and Marx, she conceives of ani-
mals as ‘social capital’, which is ‘a disguised form of physical, “economic” 
capital’ that represents the social relations between people.53 As the social 
and economic means of production are entangled, the support that the in-
volved agencies provided Wallinger and ARWoA are connected. The artist’s 
horse—a living, fetish object—performs its bodily animality and corporeal 
dressage (its selective-breeding and training) physically, within the value-
laden systems of the socio-economically-ingrained race course.

Wallinger was not only fascinated by the physical performances of 
racehorses, but he also explored their cultural significance through his 
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durational art project. He let his living ‘work of art’, a British thor-
oughbred, crossover from the art to the culturally embedded horse-
racing industry, and vice versa, by exhibiting his race-horse as a series 
of documentary art photography, and as ‘A Real Work of Art’ in the 
horse-racing industry. Taking Amelia Jones’ critique of Marcel Du-
champ’s ready-mades into account, which suggests that it is neither 
‘man-and-his-work’ nor ‘man-as-a-work-of-art’, ARWoA, and the art-
ist Mark Wallinger both operate as representations of themselves in the 
art world (Fig. 5.4).54 ARWoA came about as a real racehorse within 
the horse-racing industry, as well as an abstracted photographic rep-
resentation in the art world. ARWoA has, therefore, a dual use-value: 
Wallinger’s ARWoA, on the one hand, operates as a venture investment 
in the horse-racing industry and the artist’s conceptual labour in the 
art industry; and, on the other hand, it operates as documentary art 
photography. This is how ARWoA added two new mediums (perfor-
mance and photography) at once to the existing body of British sport-
ing art, which until then, only comprised of painting and sculpture.55 
Despite being critical of the dressage operation of capitalist society, 
Wallinger, a man who practises and exhibits art, and ARWoA, a horse 

Figure 5.4 The artist with A Real Work of Art, 1994 © Mark Wallinger.
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who performs, were reduced to their symbolically functioning and figu-
ratively embodied characteristics within the capitalist operations of the 
art and horse-racing world.

Class Issues: Colonial Pedigree, Sportive Performances,  
and Artistic Representations

Wallinger’s work was supported by the commercial Anthony Reynolds 
gallery, which had been representing Wallinger since he graduated from 
Goldsmiths in the 1980s. It was at Goldsmiths where Wallinger studied 
together with artists who became prominent figures, known as the YBAs. 
The Iraqi-British advertising mogul Charles Saatchi bought their works 
straight from their degree show and exhibited them at the Young British 
Artists show at his gallery in London in 1992.56 Saatchi’s show compara-
tively foregrounded the differences between Wallinger and Damien Hirst’s 
approach towards working with animals. Hirst, for the first time, exhibited 
a dead tiger shark in a vitrine filled with formaldehyde under the title, The 
Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1991). 
Wallinger, in sharp contrast to Hirst’s metaphorical work, showed four 
traditional photo-realistic paintings of thoroughbreds. Wallinger’s artistic 
interest in the thoroughbred and the horse-racing industry dates, similar 
to Morris’s in wrangling, back to his working-class childhood. His uncle 
Jim took him to race-courses and gave him a Stud Book with photographs 
of successful breeding horses at the time when he took his A-levels.57 Tak-
ing inspiration from his reading of E. P. Thompson’s Marxist conception 
of class, which defines social classes as a historically mutable phenom-
enon that allows for overcoming social class-based categorisation, Wall-
inger made several paintings that explicitly addressed the representations 
of class and racial issues, rooted in and generated by selective-breeding in 
the early 1990s.58

His figurative paintings, Half Brother (1994–95), Race, Sex, Class I 
and II (1992 Fig. 5.5, 1994), Fathers and Sons (1993), Lost Horizons 
(1989), and Common Grain (1984) re-enact the British upper- and work-
ing-class’s countryside and their noble and cold-blood horses. His best-
known work, Race, Sex, Class depicts four thoroughbreds, owned by a 
foreign sheikh. They are painted in a photorealistic manner and put the 
aesthetics of thoroughbreds into question. Wallinger’s horse paintings ex-
pose the relation between idealised animal painting and horse-breeding 
ideals. In particular, his work alludes to the work of George Stubbs’s 
eighteenth-century naturalistic anatomical studies and animal painting 
of Eclipse, a uniquely successful eighteenth-century British horse-racing 
star from 1770. Wallinger’s artistic preoccupation with the sportive per-
formances of racehorses and their historically ingrained representations 
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underpin his critique of the socio-economic and historic means of the 
production of art, class, and horses.

The ownership of thoroughbred animals signifies both a biological and 
social marker. Historically, the pedigree of a thoroughbred represents the 
social pedigree of its owner and functions in the form of a cultural sym-
bol.59 Anchored to imperialist colonialism, the British thoroughbred derives 
from the Darley horse-breeding lineage, going back to the three founding 
fathers the Byerley Turk, The Darley, and Godolphin Arabian. The Darley 
arrived on the British island from Arabia in the early eighteenth-century 
and, today, the ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Mak-
toum, owns the Darley thoroughbred breeding operation that exists in six 
countries. The import of and now bi-nationally traded Arabian race-horses, 
which operate as living capital in the global economy, foregrounds the—
once imperialist—leftovers of the geopolitical division of what was once 
referred to as the Orient and Occident, before the economic competition 
between the Global South and Global North separated the world economy 
after the fall of Communism.60 Wallinger’s painting alludes to Sheikh Mak-
toum’s contemporary reclaiming of the Arabian racehorses and symbolises 

Figure 5.5  Mark Wallinger, Race, Class, Sex, oil on canvas, four parts (each 230 × 
300), 1992 © Mark Wallinger.
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a postcolonial move, which demonstrates a rethinking and critique of Eu-
ropean imperialism and colonial rule. While Wallinger’s two-dimensional 
paintings historically and anatomically reflect upon the lineage of the impe-
rially in-bred racehorses, his real-life project, ARWoA, allegorically under-
pins the fact that breeding does not solely determine racehorses’ sportive 
performance. It stresses the underlying racist structures that are implicit 
in imperialist world politics. With his Duchampian ready-made gallery in-
stallation, Fountain, at Reynold’s gallery in 1992, Wallinger continued to 
explore his interest ‘in the politics of representation’, in an attempt to move 
beyond the art world’s cultural representation strategies.61

Wallinger’s visual commentary on the general acceptance that the per-
formance of animals depends on their class-ingrained pedigree resonates 
with Robert Musil’s comment that successful racehorses are perceived as 
‘geniuses’.62 Musil notes this in his twentieth-century novel The Man with-
out Qualities, written at a moment in time when the modern leisure-time 
industries emerged as being increasingly run by the bourgeoisie instead 
of by the nobility. Since the modernist age of mass-production, it can be 
argued that a thoroughbred’s time-measured performance seems to matter 
more than the class of her or his owner. Situated at the border of urban 
cities, modernist race-tracks and the horse-racing leisure-time operation 
transitioned from staging noble, imperialistic socio-political events to-
wards operating like a capitalist industry which is, like the art industry, 
based on speculative financial gambling, as well as on individual and often 
class-based tastes that ‘race towards excellence’.

As betting on racehorses forms part of the production of speculative 
and scientific economic values, that once entirely belonged to the imperial 
means of reproduction, it operates as a theatre of real-politics. Alongside 
the industrial revolution which increasingly mechanised physical labour 
in the nineteenth-century, race-courses transformed into suburban sites of 
non-work. Such sportive entertainment sites, in which the ‘culture of the 
body’ is competitively performed, give space—Lefebvre notes—to capital-
ist work and capitalism’s other, which is not reproductive work per se but 
operates as leisure-time work that also feeds capitalist operations.63 The 
equalisation of pleasure with the consumption of leisure-time spectacles 
gave way to commercial leisure-time activities that were becoming widely 
cultivated across classes. In the modernist culture industry of horse-racing, 
working-class people could then conspicuously mingle with the bourgeoi-
sie and the upper-classes while consuming the performances of racehorses 
visually, and financially involving themselves in the race through the activ-
ity of betting. The leisure-time space of the modernist race-track has played 
a crucial role in what Thorstein Veblen calls ‘conspicuous consumption’, 
which is when one’s economic power and wealth are performed by spend-
ing money in a particular social environment.64
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In the early twentieth-century, the race-track became, alongside the 
music hall and cinema, a social space for the consumption and produc-
tion of activities during leisure, which means non-labour, time. But instead 
of offering theatrical narratives and staged illusions, race-track specta-
cles put the physically high-level performances of racehorses, which are 
measured down to the second, on show and operate as test grounds for 
animals’ physical capabilities. The gambling apparatus operating behind 
the sportive exhibits generates economic (star) surplus values through the 
successful racing of horse capital. The production of racehorses, their live 
performances, and the viewers’ betting on them fuel this industry; and 
Wallinger’s race-horse project exposes the economic interests behind the 
historically inbred technological and social means of production and con-
sumption built around the performance practice of racing horses.

Racing Horses: Producing Economic and Cultural  
(Surplus) Values

The value of Wallinger’s real-life performance and documentary art 
photography, ARWoA, lies not in the transformation of his horse into 
a successful racehorse, defining its embodied economic value, but in its 
relevance in the art world, which increased the cultural value of the art-
ist: Although the thoroughbred filly, ARWoA, did not become a success-
ful racehorse under Marc Prescott’s training, she won one race in Riem 
(Germany) under Horst Weber’s training in 1994 and was then bought by 
one of her shared owners, the art collector Peter Vischer, who retired her 
from the sport and started to use her as a breeding mare to reproduce the 
horse both physically and economically; and Wallinger’s photographically 
documented performance of the horse, in turn, led to the artist’s Turner 
Prize nomination for it in 1995, which was followed by him winning the 
prestigious art prize in 2007, for his installation State Britain.

Wallinger’s aesthetic translation of a real-life performance project into a 
set of technologically reproduced images functioning as art commodities is 
reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s commentary on the differences between 
a physical work of art and a technically reproduced one. Benjamin notes 
that if an artwork’s ‘fitness for exhibition’ (Ausstellbarkeit) takes over its 
physical capability (its cult value), its quantitative qualities reduce its prac-
tical use.65 Benjamin’s observation that a ‘work of art’ loses its initial use 
value once it is reduced to operating merely in the symbolic realm of the art 
world, goes hand in hand with the work’s auratic loss. Notably, Wallinger 
did not initially intend to produce a rupture between the horse’s visual rep-
resentation and its live performance. He imagined the horse becoming a 
national racing champion, who would be widely mediated live on national 
and international TV, at a moment in history when horse-racing started 
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being increasingly transmitted via mass media (TV and online streams), 
and online betting emerged in the recession years of the 1990s in Britain. 
In the end, the failure of ARWoA’s real sportive performance was, how-
ever, overridden by the success that the photographic representations of 
the horse had in the art world. The corporeal performance of Wallinger’s 
racehorse therefore added to the artist’s cultural value.

Similar to Muybridge’s Horse in Motion images, Wallinger’s photo-
graphic portrait of a ARWoA with her jockey (Fig. 5.6), taken during a 
race, foregrounds that innovative artistic practices have historically been 
paired with expanding the existing media of art, as well as with horses. 
ARWoA reminds us that an artistic performance depends on the entangle-
ment of creating a live performance and making a representational object 
of it. In Wallinger’s case, the racehorse functions not only as a flesh-and-
blood allegory, as living capital that forms part of the horse-racing indus-
try but also as the subject of the artist’s conceptually produced work of art.

Wallinger’s unintentional split between the real-life performance of 
ARWoA’s documented representation exposes that the success of ARWoA 

Figure 5.6  Footage of A Real Work of Art racing, 26 September 1994 © Mark 
Wallinger.
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emerges within the gap between the animal’s real corporeal dressage per-
formance and the visual representation that is abstracted from it. In the 
same way, the artistic work first creates the racehorse’s economic perfor-
mance and re-values it as Wallinger’s very own art performance, repre-
sented in the form of documentary art photography, the German artist 
Tamara Grcic abstracts the corporeal reactions of racehorses from their 
immediate sportive environment and turns them into an aesthetic object. 
Grcic’s film-loop installation Turf draws attention to the bodily effects of 
the animals, through which the capitalist operations of the horse-racing 
industry can produce economic surplus values.

Abstracting the Corporeal Machine: Tamara Grcic’s Turf

At a time when financial digitalisation started to expand the generation of 
economic wealth, the leisure-time horse-racing industry was also forced to 
digitalise its book-based betting system, leading to the international intro-
duction of online betting in the late 1990s. Amidst this societal transforma-
tion, Tamara Grcic visually abstracted the real bodies of racehorses.66 She 
gained access to the warming-up and cooling-down rings of race-courses 
across Germany, where equine experts examine the racehorses. There, 
she positioned a film camera inside the track and shot naturalistic close-
up sequences of racehorses’ viscerally working bodies, before and after a 
2.5-minute race, on 16 mm film (Figs. 5.7–5.12). She later compressed the 
more than 700 film sequences that she took of horses’ bodily conditions 
into a 36-minute sound-film loop and underpinned the physical cadence 
of the horses with the rhythmic clack-sound of the cutting machine with 
which she cut the DV (digital video) cassettes. She first exhibited her mov-
ing images as a room-filling video-installation via five equally large projec-
tions in a darkened exhibition space at the Westfälischer Kunstverein in 
Münster.67

Grcic’s moving images of bodily details show racehorses being pumped 
with adrenaline before and after the race, and thereby decontextualise the 
animals from the surrounding performance spectacle. Some of her two-di-
mensional images however hint at its performance setting, as they include 
fragments of the jockeys’ legs, the reins, or the stirrup. The artist’s filmic 
representation of racehorses contrasts renowned images of racehorse events, 
such as Edgar Degas’s paintings of pre-race scenes (Fig. 5.13), which show 
the racehorses and jockeys within their immediate environment. While De-
gas hand-made his paintings—neither clearly identifiable as impressionistic 
nor realistic nineteenth-century pastel colour images—Grcic worked experi-
mentally with the medium of film, a modernist technology. Through Turf, 
she makes us see the horses’ machine-like bodies differently, from a dis-
tanced and defamiliarised, hence abstracted point of view.
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As Grcic’s images are, in contrast to Degas, invisibly framed by socio-
economic dressage operations, her filmically represented animals operate—
as Jonathan Burt notes about the representation of animals via film—in 
between ‘the image depiction and the real’ which reinforces the abstract-
ing quality of the medium of film.68 Grcic does not actively intervene in 
the sportive events like Wallinger does as a gambler and horse-owner, but 

 

 

 

Figures 5.7–5.12  Tamara Grcic, Turf, close-ups of video installation (five-part 
projection, displayed next to each other across 27m, in a 36min-
loop system), Westfälischer Kunstverein, Münster, 1999. 
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she takes the position of a perceptible viewer, whose female gaze hits the 
pulsative and sweaty flesh of the animals with her camera lens. Working 
on-site with a camera is, as Susan Sontag describes, ‘an event in itself’, as 
well as ‘an act of non-intervention’.69 Grcic’s filmically mediated approach 
to the performance of racehorses also brings to mind, for me, Walter Ben-
jamin’s comment in his artwork essay, where he notes that the camera’s 
technological functions make us aware of the ‘optical-unconscious’ in the 
same way that psychoanalysis makes us conscious about our ‘instinctive 
animal-unconscious’.70

Grcic’s non-intervening role in pre-race moments at cultural perfor-
mance spectacles becomes active during the editing process, at which point 
she constructs a critical viewing perspective of the filmically documented 
live event: Grcic’s moving images focus on the bodily animalities of these 
animals. Their artificially produced sweat and popping veins reinforce the 
bodily stress, strain, nervousness but also the excitement that racehorses 
undergo at race events. Her film-based work Turf abstracts lived bodily 
experiences of the racehorses from the cultural performance events sur-
rounding them, and depicts them as affective bodily material (in contrast 
to race-cars), which the viewers of her work could experience in the form 

Figure 5.13  Edgar Degas, Chevaux de course devant les Tribunes, 1866–68, pho-
tograph Hervé Lewandowski © RMN-Grand Palais Musée d’Orsay.
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of oversized projections, as room-filling installation, at the Westfälischer 
Kunstverein in Münster.

Turf offers an aesthetically and ethically thought-provoking model of 
the visceral bodily experiences of racehorses. Focused on the racehorses’ 
bodily animality, Grici’s work reminds us, in a non-moral and non-
sentimental way, that these athletic performance animals do not perform 
mechanically but that they are extremely sensuous performers. Under-
standing Turf as a viscerally abstracted critique of the corporeal instru-
mentalisation of these flight animals for leisure-time entertainments, the 
following section analyses under what constraints animal nature is put to 
work in the dressage operations of the horse-racing industry at the end of 
the twentieth-century.

Real Abstraction of Labour Power and Capitalist Extraction

The modernist techno-science of racehorses’ dressage is comprised of 
breeding, training, and performing, and ranks these horses according to 
the number of seconds in which they perform on the race-track. The politi-
cal mechanisms of the dressage condition, which connects humans inter-
acting with the animals, feeds on the labour power of the horses as they 
embody the potential to realise themselves by running as fast as they can 
under the saddle of their jockeys. Within the scientific techno-capitalist 
operations, the performances of racehorses and their jockeys take on their 
own rhythms. By ‘breaking them in’, as Lefebvre notes, animals produce 
their bodies, work, and start to embody use-values.71 The race-course is a 
leisure-time industry that aims at socio-economic growth and the increase 
of financial profit through the production of economic surplus values, 
which racehorses generate if they perform their dressage successfully in 
comparison to others. The performance of the animals constitutes the core 
of this entwined corporeal, techno-scientific, and capitalist surplus value-
creation process. Turf’s focus on the bodily conditions of racehorses draws 
attention to the fact that the animals have to perform to extremes in order 
to fuel the ideologies of competitive capitalism, aimed at the generation of 
financial profit.

Focusing on the role of the body, Silvia Federici notes in Beyond the 
Periphery of the Skin: Rethinking, Remaking, and Reclaiming the Body 
in Contemporary Capitalism that the transition from feudal society (in 
which horses had been raced at public events since the invention of the 
Roman circus maximus) to a capitalist one, went hand-in-hand with 
the transformation in our perception of living bodies as abstract ‘labour 
power’.72 This structural change from property to applied worker en-
tered the eighteen-century perception when, Federici outlines, human and 
animal bodies started being conceived of as mechanical organisms. The 
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‘capitalist work-discipline’ relies precisely on this very mechanisation of 
the body and ‘the deconstruction of autonomy and creativity’, and has, 
over time, as Federici argues, transmuted living bodies into labouring ma-
chines whose work activities are reduced to abstract and disembodied la-
bour.73 Federici’s comment underscores the idea that the transformation 
of, and economic value creation through, appropriated human and pos-
sessed animal bodies is rooted in the link between their actual performance 
and the aim to create economic surplus values. It is the mental abstraction 
of physically performed labour from the corporeally performing bodies 
that allows the incorporation of these working animals into capitalism’s 
abstract (money-based) value system.

The focus on horses—once assistants and tools of agricultural farmers 
that literally laboured for, and operated as, mobilised properties of the 
nobility and sovereigns until the modern period—reinforces the fact that 
economic values are generated through labour power in relation to the 
material condition of production. Within the operations of the modernist 
race-course, modern working and contemporary performance horses have 
had to actively perform their embodied horse-power, and are represented 
both in financially and symbolically reputational terms. Racehorses are 
not only properties that have a symbolic exchange value, but they also 
actively generate their cultural and economic value: The effective applica-
tion of their embodied animality has, since the industrial age and now in 
leisure-time economies, defined their societal relevance. While the human 
proletariat sells their physical labour power for money, animals receive 
necessary food and care to maintain their labour power. As animal work 
is forced, and human labour is a necessity of the working class, the exploi-
tation of ‘other animals’, or as Marx would more objectively call it, the 
‘appropriation’ and ‘ownership’ of nature, is what separates human from 
animal nature.74

The abstraction of physical animal work and human (now primarily ser-
vice and conceptual) labour into financially measurable, capitalist surplus 
values certainly predates the capitalist system. Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s study 
of (human) labour compares the economic system of antiquity to the de-
velopment of the fiat-money capitalist system and argues, from a Kantian- 
Marxist perspective, that the ancient economic system was based on ap-
propriation, while modern capitalism produces and circulates surplus val-
ues.75 Drawing on the Marxist notion of ‘abstract labour’, Sohn-Rethel 
calls the transition from material-based towards abstractly defined fiat-
money values ‘real abstraction’. What is relevant about his concept for my 
analysis is his differentiation between ‘real abstraction’ (which takes place 
in capitalism’s economic system as labour and produces exchange com-
modities) and ‘thought abstraction’ (which determines the value implicit in 
capital’s realisation). In regard to the societal embeddedness of racehorses, 
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the term real abstraction addresses the link between concrete physical per-
formances and the creation of abstract (financial and symbolic) values.

Taking the Marxist notion of abstract labour into account, Grcic’s visual 
abstraction of several walking racehorses underpins that racehorses are—
to a certain degree—scientifically pre-produced and function as speculative 
living capital, whose economic (surplus) values depend on their embodied 
abilities. The actively performing body is, in this sense, as Marcel Mauss 
observes in regards to humans, ‘the first and most natural instrument’, or 
to put it differently, ‘the first and most natural object’ that is of ‘technical 
means’.76 As cultural production is based on physical and mental labour, 
it is ‘the possibility for the body’, to use Erika Fischer-Lichte’s description, 
‘to function as the object, subject, material, and source of symbolic con-
struction, as well as the product of cultural inscription’.77 Grcic’s close-ups 
of racehorses’ sensually affected bodies foreground the dual use-value of 
modern working horses: Their economic and cultural values are rooted in 
the speed with which they execute their specific dressage performances.

Politics of Aesthetics

Diana Thater’s video installation, The Best Space is the Deep Space (1998), 
resonates with Turf’s critique of animal dressage. It focuses on a selectively 
bred and trained Andalusian who performs specifically learned movements 
inside a riding arena under the bright spotlight, with its trainer—hardly 
visible—standing in the dark. Thater showed this video in a three-dimensional 
dark and immersive art installation which allowed for seeing the perfor-
mance of the dressaged animal from different perspectives. Her approach 
to animals and the production of video art installations resonates with 
Grcic’s on a methodological level, but not in terms of the degree of visual 
abstraction.

While Thater, once a student of Mike Kelley’s at the ArtCenter College 
of Design in Pasadena, presents the human figure only in the background, 
Grcic includes parts of the jockeys’ bodies and its tack in the centre of 
some of her moving image sequences. Instead of showing the human actor 
subjugating the horse, which is visible in Thater’s, Grcic keeps her work 
non-morally instructive. This visual difference between the two works 
is rooted in the artists’ conceptions of art’s societal role. While Grcic is 
primarily active as an artist, Thater divides her artistic work focused on 
animals from her animal activism.78 For example, she donated money to 
the Big Life Foundation and the Tsavo Trust when working with them on 
another video work. Thater’s activist work is, however, not visible in her 
art’s aesthetics. The focus on the perfectly performing animal-machine in 
Thater’s The Best Space is the Deep Space merely generates a self-reflective 
loop—similar to Nauman’s Green Horses—that makes it difficult to shift 
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the attention of its viewers from the animal to the marginally visible human 
figure. Hence, Thater’s work only indirectly addresses the anthropocen-
trism implicit in animal dressage. Grcic’s work, in comparison, represents 
a more poetic critique of the impact capitalism’s dressage mechanisms 
have on the animals.

The visual comparison between Gricic and Thater’s work prompts 
me to recall Jacques Rancière’s conception of ‘the politics of aesthet-
ics’, as it describes the relation between the power of aesthetics and the 
representation of a specific political stance. He notes that art has pos-
sibilities to project a political message, in addition to its pure aesthetic 
appearance.79 Although Turf visualises some of the recurring visceral 
responses and strains that the dressage performance practice of racing 
horses evokes in their sensitive bodies, it also demonstrates that artistic 
work has the aesthetic power to put into question the existing capitalist 
infrastructures and their political mechanisms, within which humans 
and animals come to perform as dressaged actors, without being politi-
cal art per se.

Conclusion: Co-Evolutionary Developments

Conceiving of societal dressage and bodily animality dialectically, in a 
mutually defining relation with one another, the artistic performances 
of Morris, Wallinger, and Grcic, and their visual representations of 
racing horses draw attention to economic and scientific uses of these 
animals. Their artistic works spark, therefore, a critical reconsidera-
tion of the given human–animal constellation: Morris foregrounds the 
necessity of taking (bodily) animal responses seriously when testing the 
limits of his own bodily performance with these animals in Pace and 
Process; Wallinger’s real-life project, A Real Work of Art, shows that 
the pedigree of racehorses is not always decisive for their sportive capi-
talist performance; and Grcic’s video-installation, Turf, reinforces that 
sensually perceptive animality is subjected to the industrial operations 
of the horse-racing industry, which in turn feeds on the racehorses’ 
visceral quality. The means of production, the human–animal rela-
tionships at play, are therefore decisive for how humans and animals 
realise themselves together in the performance-based art and sportive 
industries.

Although I have primarily applied Marxist analysis in this chapter to 
examine the infrastructural conditions and performance methods of the 
corporeally extractive, sportive performance culture of horse-racing—this 
methodology also has its shortcomings. In other chapters in this book, 
I have therefore also included feminist and posthumanist theories. The 
trajectory that I have mapped through the concept of dressaged animality 
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from Chapter IV to V moved from a posthumanist critique of modernist 
human–animal performance practices, which attempts to deconstruct the 
perception that animals perform like mere automatised machinic actors, to 
an infrastructural critique of the human–animal performance industry in 
which humans perform with, and therefore also through, animals.

The historical co-evolutionary entanglement of humans and animals’ 
bodily animalities, dating back to the domestication of these animals, has 
over time shaped their position in the modernist capitalist infrastructures 
and keeps the antagonistic forces between societal dressage and embodied 
animality in motion. It is therefore important to take the bodily qualities 
and possibilities of humans and animals into account. As human–animal 
performance forms, such as horse-racing, operate within what Donna 
Haraway refers to as ‘naturecultures’, they result from the interactive and 
responsive co-evolutionary development of humans and animals.80 As 
Haraway suggests, ‘people like to look at animals’ to:

learn from them about human being and human society. People in 
the twentieth-century have been no exception. We find the themes of 
modern America reflected in detail in the body and lives of animals. 
We polish an animal mirror to look for ourselves.81

The entanglement of human and animal worlds that Haraway observes 
brings to the fore the idea that it matters not only which aspects we fore-
ground and the stories we tell, but that it is also of utmost importance 
how we practise societal dressage. As the performance of dressage oper-
ates across and amongst species, less exploitive and aesthetically pleasing 
forms of cultural performance depend on how we perceive and conceive of 
(human and animal) bodily animality.
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Conclusion
Dressaged Animalities: Towards 
Human–Animal Forms of Bodily 
Realism

In the touring street dance performance, City Horses (2017), a work by the 
Swedish duo Helena Byström (artist) and Anna Källblad (choreographer), 
20 female dancers playfully horse around through different European city 
centres, from one imperial male equestrian monument to another (Fig. 6.1).1 
As a loosely connected group, they perform partly choreographed and 
partly improvised movements, mimicking a wild herd of horses. Their 
urban horse dance demonstrates a form of historical consciousness that 
questions historically reproduced forms of societal dressage. It addresses 
the discriminating history of the patriarchy, implicit in imperialism, and 
thereby dismisses that power comes at the cost of other living beings—in 
this case of women and animals. Societally enacted dressage, as Byström 
and Källblad’s performance reminds us, neither has to be performed ac-
cording to given ‘statues’, nor does it have to directly respond to the past. 
When artistic work stems from the entanglement of societal dressage and 
bodily animality, then it can—as their historically informed performance 
in public space reinforces—be practised as a critical form of praxis.

To end this book, let me sketch a final scenario that exemplifies such 
critical artistic approaches to societal dressage and the growing neoliberal 
operations: What if human labour and animal work were structurally or-
ganised and performed according to embodied human and animal needs, 
generating social rather than economic values? Would this constitute an 
alternative to the reproduction of historically ingrained, ideologically 
charged dressage performance practices, which have been subsumed to 
capitalist wealth and value creation aiming at expanding the profit-seeking 
interests of the ones in power?

Henri Lefebvre, looking back at the revolutionary bourgeois events in 
France between 1789 and 1830, notes that such politically incisive events 
have, indeed, changed ‘food, gestures and costumes, the rhythm of work 
and of occupations’.2 His comment foregrounds the idea that if theory 
and praxis emerge hand-in-hand as a critical praxis, then ‘the lived and 
the real, formal structure and content’ can, indeed, be joined together.3  

6
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Bodies that enact such a form of praxis, which Lefebvre describes, are key 
to understanding how the dressage performances of humans and animals 
come about, are produced, can be critiqued, and altered.

Thinking with Lefebvre’s critical Marxist philosophy leads me to sug-
gest that in order to generate a more sensitively responsive equilibrium 
between the sensual necessities of human and animal bodies, their abilities, 
and their physically abstracted economic labour power, the dressage mech-
anisms of capitalist life would have to increasingly facilitate the bodily na-
tures of humans and animals, rather than employing them in pre-scripted, 
task-based, and machinic ways. To bring embodied animal necessities into 
a more symbiotic state with socially productive forms of societal dressage, 
let’s recall the importance of the body in regard to practice and theory. 
Lefebvre suggests that:

One could […] paradoxically begin with the bodies, the (concrete) 
universal that the political and philosophical mainstream targeted 
but did not reach, let alone realise: if rhythm consolidates its theo-
retical status, if it reveals itself as a valid concept for thought and as 

Figure 6.1  City Horses, dance performance by Anna Källblad and Helena By-
ström, around the city of Prague, as part of Tanec Praha and Big Pulse 
Dance, 18 June 2022, photograph and copyright by Helena Byström.
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a support in practice, is it not this concrete universal that philosophi-
cal systems have lacked, that political organisations have forgotten, 
but which is lived, tested, touched in the sensible and the corporeal?4

In attributing greater universal relevance to the bodily realisms, as Lefe-
bvre suggests, that is also implicit in theoretical performances, basic hu-
man and animal needs would have to be taken more seriously within the 
political economy, which tends to produce a society of monopoly compe-
tition amongst capitalists and particularisation amongst its workforce to 
increase profits and incomes.

As capitalist operations often produce and destroy according to en-
tangled cyclical-linear rhythms to expand their financial wealth, it is im-
portant to recall one last comment by Lefebvre. In Rhythmanalysis, he 
observes that each apology for the body follows its negation.5 For critical 
performance practices, an increased political consciousness of when the 
body is affirmed, as well as negated, is particularly important as it helps 
to arrive at a clearer understanding of what forms of critical practices are 
brought forth through the relation between the micro-operations of self-
dressage and the macro-operations of societal dressage.

With Dressaged Animality

This book has worked through how bodily animality is performed in 
regard to societal dressage. Its entangled Marxist and feminist theoreti-
cal framework and interdisciplinary understanding of performances has 
brought art historical analysis, performance, and animal studies together 
to offer projection sites for analysing cultural and artistic critiques of soci-
etal dressage. It provides tools for critical analysis of how artists working 
with performance can aesthetically critique societal practices of dressage 
with their bodily animality, as artistic work.

Looking through the lens of what I have conceptualised as ‘dressaged 
animality’ (an aesthetic form of acting that comprises training, rehearsing, 
and performing), the book has, on a micro level, analysed how artistic 
performances can facilitate critical analysis of the entanglement of human 
and animal performances, their bodies with society, and of the natural and 
technological. On a macro level, the book’s concept of dressaged animality 
provides a fertile ground for reconsidering how distinct forms of artistic 
labour can represent ethical stances through their critical practice and as 
aesthetic forms.

As the book focuses on how artists have, from the late 1960s until the 
late 2010s, increasingly performed physically through their bodily animal-
ity, as well as with animals, across the performing and visual arts, it of-
fers a critical, historical, and theoretical contextualisation of overlooked 
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artistic practices and performances. The historically analysed ‘animal per-
formances’ mark historical turning points in the overlapping histories of 
art and performance: They are representative of the move towards the 
artistic interdisciplinary genre of contemporary performance, in which 
modes of rehearsing, training, and performing intersect, and ethical posi-
tions are visualised through their aesthetic formations.

The book has focused particularly on horses, as these animals have 
played a particular role throughout human history. Their use, initially as 
workers in economic infrastructural realms and now mainly as perform-
ers in sportive and artistic realms, reinforces capitalist exploitation and 
over-affirmation of their corporeal capacities. The capitalist extraction 
of human and animal animalities resonates with the artistic practice of 
self-dressage as both humans and animals break themselves in, hence ac-
cepting certain values to perform corporeally. The more than 15 artistic 
performance practices that I have analysed, across four chapters, flesh out 
the forceful split and connection between embodied animal needs and so-
cietally required dressage performances. In addition, they can prompt us 
to embark on further socio-ecological reconsiderations of how capitalist 
infrastructures shape and can be shaped by humans, through the consid-
eration of their embodied animalities, as well as with real animals.

Critical cultural analyses, critical artistic practices, as well as responsive 
inter- and cross-species engagements are key to dismantling pessimistic and 
purely rational views about the impossibility of realising actions stemming 
from bodily-motivated perceptions. An increased body-based approach to 
how we humans can perform societal dressage, also with animals, requires 
us to critically question cultural practices and concepts that are attached 
to specific material monuments.6 As artistic work is, like cultural critique, 
embedded within the socio-economic framework, critical performance 
practices—or to put it differently, artistic self-dressaged performances—
are balancing acts: They negotiate embodied animal needs and societal 
dressage mechanisms, individual and collective interests, economic and 
political necessities, and aesthetic preferences. The tensions between them 
remain, at least partially, antagonistic. Similar to how ideology operates 
and permeates bodies abstractly, without often doing them visible material 
harm, conceptual understandings of how we, as humans, perceive reality 
are anchored to the ways in which we act and interact with others in both 
the public societal and the underlying private social sphere.

Political Potentials of Aesthetic Critique

As I am proposing with this book, critical artistic performance practices 
have the political potential to raise awareness of and practice less suppres-
sive and exploitative, and instead more sensually and socially invested, 
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work relationships and working methods. And yet, the artistic field is, of 
course, a slippery one. Artistic performances constitute a sphere of every-
day life in which cultural, political, and economic dressage mechanisms 
are entangled with bodily rhythms. The aesthetics of artistic performances 
represent, therefore, not only how artists approach life, but also their ethi-
cal positions, which they perform politically.

This book, too, presents its politics through its incorporated ethics, 
which I have performed here, aesthetically, as literature. Encountering 
dressaged animals, humans, and the two together in this book through the 
analyses of critical artistic performance practices, in which bodily animal-
ity plays an active role, might not only give me emotional chills about the 
historically reproduced human–animal constellation, which operates in 
relation to the still too often discriminatory and exploitative performance 
practice of dressage.

An aesthetic performance practice of cultural critique is realisable if we 
mobilise, work, and perform together with human and nonhuman bodies, 
and the culturally-embedded material objects that we are left with. Indi-
vidually and collectively performed dressage acts are as socially relevant 
to human and animal bodies as they are to society’s health. If we were to 
nurture social and ecological systems, the soil of our multispecies world, a 
responsive practice of collective agency could, slowly over time, material-
ise within public and private spaces that form the operations of the politi-
cal economy. The performance of ‘good’ spirited forms of agency is, in this 
sense, key to survival within the dominating, fast-paced, and increasingly 
digitalised, neoliberal society, in which human and animal actors have to 
perform as if they were racing machines.

Given that it all too often seems impossible to live, move, and work 
together differently, without harming or discriminating against other 
‘animals’ in competitive capitalism, corporeally presented artistic perfor-
mances that critically engage with the existing societal condition, rather 
than merely aesthetically represent it, remind us that the prospects for 
how we can train, rehearse, and perform together remain a pressing po-
litical question. To foster less forceful interactions among and across hu-
mans and animals, a persisting resistance to discriminating societal forms 
of dressage has to be actively performed; and therein lies the potential for 
socio-ecologically concerned contemporary performance practices.

Notes

 1 City Horses toured in Sweden, Denmark, Australia, Spain, Germany, and in 
Czechoslovakia. The first performance took place on 27 May 2017 in the City 
of Stockholm at Danssens Hus, the last one, as of writing this book, in Berlin 
on 6 and 7 August 2022, as part of Tanz im August.
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 2 Lefebvre, H., Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time, and Everyday Life, Elden, S. and 
Moore, G. (trans.), London: Bloomsbury, (French 1992) 2017, p. 53.

 3 Lefebvre, H., ‘Avant-propos de la 2nd edition’, foreword to the second edition 
of Critique of Everyday Life, Vol. 1, 1991, p. 94; as cited in Elden, S., Under-
standing Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible, London: Continuum, 2004, 
p. 113.

 4 Lefebvre, H., Rhythmanalysis, 2017, p. 53.
 5 Ibid., p. 65.
 6 On this note see Koselleck’s essay ‘War Memorials’ in Koselleck, R., The Prac-

tice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts, Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 2002, pp. 285–326.
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