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Personal Discussant (2013) was a performance response to the graduate student

conference In Bodies We Trust: Performance, Affect, & Political Economy
hosted by the Department of Performance Studies at Northwestern University.

At this conference, guest discussants — mostly faculty from Northwestern and
other institutions — were tasked with formally responding to graduate student
panels. Imagining a “discussant” tasked with managing the genres of informal
discussion — scholarly and otherwise — that typify the interstitial downtime
which accounts for most conference-going experiences, I designated myself a
“personal discussant” for anyone looking for-a more structured way to engage in
freeform discussion on breaks.

I attended all conference sessions, taking notes on things T heard, thought, and
observed, then rushed back to my designated room, where I copied these notes -
by hand, one at a time, onto individual index cards. Starting with the standard
small talk that begins most conference conversations, and growing more specific
over the course of the day, the cards reflected an-informal archive of the -
thoughts, ideas, questions, and occurrences generated by and circulating within
the conference.

 laid the cards out in an ever growing and shifting grid on a la{g_e table, where
anyone who chose to visit during the breaks could see them. Visitors could use
the cards as a starting point for discussion, and if they wanted they could add

their own.

I was pretty lonely for most of the day. Apparenﬂ;{ most' people wo_uld prefer to
manage their informal, interpersonal conference .dlscussmn.s on th'elr own.
Though those that did visit found a robust selection of starting points for
conversation, and we were never at a foss for words.

‘While the index cards initially functioned as transient objects that served to
facilitate discussion connected to a shared experience, once remoyed from that

~ context they became an idiosyncratic archive of the words and thoughts around
which that experience was shaped.- = = :



Two years later, in Reconstructing Personal Discussant (2015), I returned this

archive to its original site. Presented to the side of s This Performance? A
Performance Studies Happening, an evening of performances inspired by 1960s
Happenings hosted by the Department of Performance Studies at Northwestern
University, Reconstructing Personal Discussant looked almost identical to
Personal Discussant — | sat at the same table with the same cards laid out in the
same grid, and waited for visitors. :

As in 2013, the cards proved productive sources of conversation as audience
members trickled in before the performances began. This time; the cards were
enigmatic starting places for discussion, less immediately referential but more
available to move in more directions.

My presence allowed me to provide context and to connect the cards’ history to
the site of the performance. Though when most of the audience crowded into the
room at intermission, the dynamic shifted — the cards became less important and
—my-presence became more so. A-Q & A format took over-and I-was-asked to

~ explain and defend the words on individual cards, in effect to reconstruct not
only Personal Discussant but also its context.

What Remains of Personal Discussant completes the triptych by offering the
archive generated by Personal Discussant and deployed in Reconstructing
Personal Discussant, now free of its temporal and spatial context, and of my
presence to manage the discussion or explain the cards.

Arrayed here in random order, they can no longer shift or be shuffled (though I
can envision some intrepid interpreter cutting them out and rearranging them,)
but they present the possibility of generating future discussion; both far removed
from and forever tied to a graduate student conference at Northwestern
University on October 2% 2013,



I remain present most through my idiosyncratic and often borderline illegible
handwriting (and in relief by the occasional respite provided by a few
contributions in other’s script); as the reducing valve through which most of
these 110 quotes, thoughts, and observations passed in order to be selected from
amongst everything that happened that day to be preserved on these cards; and
in the chance order in which I shuffled and dealt the cards for this final display.

(On this last point, I am anxious and embarrassed to note that the very first card
here conveys a sentiment T do not agree with, would never express, and cannot
imagine that anyone at the conference espoused. I no longer remember the
original context, of course, but my best guess is that it was a presenter
characterizing an opinion with which they disagreed, which I wrote down
without explanation. Or perhaps it was originally a somewhat more elegantly
phrased assertion making a more politically palatable point about strategies of
resistance to neighborhood redevelopment by poor residents of already healthy
neighborhoods. In-any case; here it remains. Perhaps it can be the first item up-
for discussion.)

Finally, the three versions of Personal Discussant are held together by the
institutional context of Northwestern University. It is in the nature of
performance that the first two iterations will always and only exist at and in
relationship to Northwestern, while the nature of publishing allows this
pamphlet to begin at Northwestern and potentially find itself realized in a
discussion far removed from-its institutional origins. :

Autobiegraphically, this comes at a moment when [ am imagining leaving this
institutional context relatively soon myself, as my graduate career draws to a
close.

Discuss.

_Ira S. Murfin
Evanston
2016
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Mashinka Firunts & Danny Snelson, eds.
The Block Museum | Northwestern University
Department of Art History | Mellon Dance Studies
The Alice Kaplan Institute for the Humanities
http://sites. northwestern.edu/present



