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Joie Noire is a tribute to artist and curator and 
your former collaborator Ian White. How did 
you start collaborating? In what way were your 
art practices resonating or challenging one 
another? 

I met Ian as he was working at the LUX which 
then was a cinema, production place as well as 
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exhibition space for artists’ films and videos. 
He wanted to present some of my experimental 
films alongside Hiroshima mon amour by Alain 
Resnais, scripted by Marguerite Duras. I guess 
we were both very curious and intrigued by 
each other. To me he stood out because he epi- 
tomized a form of being gay which was uncom- 
promising, which then felt very political. We 
watched a Mickael Clarke piece together in 
London and in this ‘Punk’ way felt empowered 
enough to the point that we could do our own 
work together. Ian had curated a film screening 
with Yvonne Rainer and thought we could con- 
tact her and learn Trio A from her, which we did 
in 2004. We then shifted this relation curator-
artist to artist-artist as we challenged each 
other and learned from each other what it 
meant for each of us to ‘place’ our bodies in this 
world we are living in. By this world I mean as 
much an art institution as a theatre or a cruising 
bar. Politics are everywhere and the true chal-
lenge of our collaboration was to see this and 
try to make it manifest.

In Joie Noire you say you continue the conver-
sation you had with White. What was this con- 
versation about and how do you keep it going 
today?

The conversation is about some of the facts just 
mentioned above and it continues because I am 
still here and making work. So although he is no 
longer around I need to feel that a conversation 
is somehow still taking place with the audience 
as a way to move forward and motivate the ma- 
king of new works. I don’t believe that the work 
we were making was solely about us and a pri-
vate conversation but very much stemming from 
a desire to open discourse around visibility, re-
presentation, desire and what could stimulate 
autonomy and forms of independent thinking. 
So in this sense this never really ends and most-
ly not in this current climate we are living in. A 
line from Frank O’Hara whom we quoted in one 
of our piece comes to mind; “To be alert is to be 
decorative.” Flippant but rings so true still.

© Jimmy Robert, 2018, research still, Charles James adjusting a black crepe gown on Juan 
Fernandez, photo by Bill Cunningham.
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Joie Noire is part of the trilogy Pause, which is  
dedicated to Ian White. Could you tell a bit 
about this trilogy? 

This program curated by Mason Leaver-Yap will  
involve two other artist whom I know and with 
whom I had the pleasure to work. They also 
collaborated with Ian at some point: Emma Hed-
ditch, Every Ocean Hughes (formerly known as 
Emily Roysdon) and I guess the point is to see 
how through our current practice we continue 
to expand what we explore either individually 
or through our contact with him as we all influ-
enced each other’s practice although they are 
very different and distinct; they have brought up 
questions regarding power, authority, gender, 
equality and the persistence of the necessity of 
our bodies to remain visible and present.

Central in the piece is the notion of visibility. 
You already mentioned the desire to open a 
discourse about visibility, but does the title also 
refers to the pleasure of disappearing in the 
dark, of becoming invisible?

I am not sure there is necessarily a pleasure 
in being invisible but perhaps more a pleasure 
in learning how to make the most out of one’s 
own invisibility, meaning if there is a lack of re-
presentation or one does not feel represented 
there is still agency in the act of finding ways to 
challenge this, mostly if working in the field of 
performance and visual arts. When eventually 
there is an extreme exposure and one is made 
vulnerable, then maybe there is a moment to re- 
address or reflect the image we may get from 
the world itself and finally be able to send that  
reflection back in the shape of a work. The dark-
ness of the joy is maybe located in forgetting 
oneself in the music, the dark to better find your- 
self in the end. Shut down your senses and 
reboot and rethink.

Is the club world a place in which this game of 
visibility and invisibility takes place? Literally 
when thinking of the lightning in a club, but 
also metaphorically regarding the topics you 

critically approach in the piece (AIDS, activism, 
gender and race)?

Totally. The dark is the place of fear and ignor-
ance but also of curiosity and danger which has 
a push and pull characteristic like the notion of 
abjectness and desire. We are still struggling 
with the proximity of what attracts us and what 
we find repulsive. The radical juxtapositions of 
Surrealism and the unconscious come to mind, 
how they dealt with the fear of the other, the 
unknown whether this other is now seen as the 
migrant, the trans, women, people of colour, the 
disabled, the list is endless…

Why did you decide to use the format of club 
culture of the 70s and 80s? 

Disco is really the birth of nightclubbing as we  
know it now, with the guestlist, as a space cre- 
ated out of necessity for a segment of the popu- 
lation who could not express their sexuality and  
desire outside and needed to find a safe space 
where this could happen. The texts in the 
bibliography from Douglas Crimp about disco 
were very touching elements of his biography 
Before Pictures but they also struck me because 
he did not write so much about the fact that 
AIDS was striking around the same time — pro- 
bably because he has written a lot about it in his 
previous books. Instead he wrote about his  
passion for ballet and I wanted to reconcile this 
ideas of low art and high art, meaning to bring 
aspects of Agon by Balanchine into the club 
scene, to bring activism to the fore and yet not  
to take away the lightness and fun of night-
clubbing. Humour and seriousness. Talk about 
death but also about celebrations like in some 
cultures where things are brought on the same 
level as a way to relativize them and perhaps 
look at them from a different point of view. 
Challenge the hierarchies.
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 Cynthia Acevedo, Marion Banzhaf with 
Tracey Morgan and Karen Ramspacher, Yannick 
Durand, Zoe Leonard, Rachel Lurie, Maxine 
Wolfe, in Eds. ACT UP New York Women 
and AIDS Book Group, Women, AIDS, and 
activism, South End Press. Boston, MA: 1990

 Untitled: Disco Deconstructed is the 
first in a long-term series of remixes featuring 
dance tunes that have played an important 
part in my sonic biography. Throughout my DJ 
career they have been and continue to be my go 
to songs for the dance floor.
- Ain Bailey, ‘Untitled: Disco Deconstructed’, 
2013-2019

 AIDS. How did AIDS enter into 
language? The first acronym used to describe 
the disease was GRID – Gay Related Immune 
Deficiency. That acronym was abandoned when 
it became clear that AIDS did not exclusively 
affect gay people. Groups identified as high risk 
for AIDS in the earliest days of the epidemic 
included injection-drug users, poor people, 
some racial minorities and Haitians. Medical 
surveillance established the high-risk groups 
among some of the most  vulnerable minorities 
in society, people who suffered tremendously 
from prejudice and stigma. Perhaps that is 
the reason why, what-ever the medical name, 
AIDS was for many an unspeakable disease 
until it proliferated into a massive, visible crisis. 
To start this enquiry I must ask a fundamental 
question: what exactly is AIDS? I should be able 
to tell you, as I have been living with AIDS for 
over twenty years. But I can’t.
- Gregg Bordowitz, General Idea: Imagevirus, 
Afterall. London: 2010

 ‘...He just bops around. He’s hot. You 
discoed good, babe. It was real good disco. 
Disss-co.’ Steven’s conversation continues like 
that for at least a whole day after Saturday-night 
disco. A running analysis of the night before, the  
night that’s really morning, beginning around 
1AM and lasting until 7 or 8. Of course, that’s 
not counting the preparation, which begins 
early Saturday. Getting your disco act together. 
Finding a member to go with. Eating lots of 
protein, but early in the day. Resting up. Deci-
ding what drugs to take and what clothes to 
wear. The clothes are particularly important be- 
cause, apart from wanting the right look, you  
have to figure out how much you can comfort-
ably shed or allow to get drenched in sweat 
without its bringing you down. At least until 
about 5.30, when nothing can bring you down. 
At that point, the music is always good, there’s 
plenty of room on the dance floor, and only 

the serious discourses are left. But best of all, 
your body has quit resisting. It has unstoppable 
momentum. That is the one thing about disco 
comparable to any other experience. It’s like 
what happens in distance running or swimming. 
You pass a point where you’re beyond tired, be- 
yond pain, beyond even thinking about stop-
ping, thinking only that this could go on forever 
and you’d love it. It’s pure ecstasy. Nothing mat-
ters but disco, and nothing – not sex, not food, 
not sleep, nothing – is better.
[…]  
He worked as an illustrator for Butterick Pat-
terns, and I was teaching at the School of Visual 
Arts and struggling to find my voice as a critic. 
We rarely saw each other during the week and  
had little in common beyond our disco compan-
ionship, but to that we were extremely faithful. 
Having a dance partner who wasn’t a boyfriend, 
worked well for disco: it kept the emotional ex-
perience musical and communal, uncomplicated 
by the petty jealousies that come with lovers 
who are just as attracted as you are to the guys 
dancing nearby. If Steven said, ‘Let’s go dance 
next to Bobby – he’s hot,’ I thought, Sure, let’s. 
And Steven or I could wander off and dance 
with whomever we pleased, knowing that we’d  
find our way back to each other soon enough 
and always be there at the end of the night to  
leave together. I don’t think there was ever a  
time when either of us went home with some-
one else. ‘Dance partner’ doesn’t mean the 
same thing for disco as it does for, say, Fred and 
Ginger. With disco at its best, dancing is both 
individual and collective. You might connect 
with the stranger dancing next to you at a given 
moment, but it’s not a couples thing; it’s boogie 
intimacy, which can be very intense and sexy, 
but it’s usually limited to dancing together for 
a while before you each dissolve back into the 
crowd or return to your “partner.” In this respect, 
the innovations of disco mirrored the ethos of  
gay liberation regarding the expansion of affec-
tional possibility. Coupling was newly seen not 
as a “happily-ever-after” compact but as an in-
the-moment union for sharing pleasure.
- Douglas Crimp, ‘Disss-Co (A Fragment)’, 
Before Pictures, University of Chicago: 2016

 To my mind, the most telling 
assessment of Farrell is that of Diana Adams, 
interviewed about Farrell by David Daniel for 
Ballet Review. 
It was Adams who discovered Farrell in Cincin- 
nati when scouting for young dancers to bring  
to the School of American Ballet on scholar-
ships paid for by a Ford Foundation grant. In the  
interview, Adams fiercely defends Farrell as 
someone possessed of both an extraordinary 
talent and an iron will. ‘The only real answer to 
the question of ‘Why Suzanne?’ was, and still is, 
right there before your eyes, in her dancing.’ 
[…]



About Farrell’s work in Balanchine’s notoriously 
difficult company classes: ‘If Balanchine said to 
do something, she never bothered to consider 
its difficulty or impossibility. She assumed it 
was possible, and did it. If he made a suggestion 
to her she applied it immediately and without 
question... The intensity of her concentration 
was almost terrifying to watch. He’d give her 
one of his paralyzing combinations; you’d be 
exhausted even before the music started. But 
Suzanne would zip through it without batting an 
eye. She didn’t even sweat.
[…] For anyone to work as hard as she does, 
some part of it has to be for herself alone. And 
I think it’s a remarkable act of grace and dignity 
that she doesn’t involve the audience in these 
personal considerations. She withholds nothing 
physically from her dancing, and what she 
seems to withhold personally isn’t the absence 
of anything so much as it is the presence of a 
personal mystery.
[…] New York Times dance critic Alastair 
Macaulay’s definition is succinct: “What is 
balletomane? Someone who thinks dancers 
matter more than choreography.” Both distinc-
tions – between spiritual and carnal desire, 
between choreography and dancers – seem un- 
sustainable. Indeed, Balanchine accused 
Volynsky of balletomania using Bolynsky’s 
very own terms of reproach: ‘There was a fa-
mous critic in Petersburg, his name was Akin 
Volynsky, I knew him well. He was drawn to 
ballerinas and created a whole ballet theory out 
of it: that in ballet, eroticism is the most impor- 
tant thing, and so on. In his reviews he 
described how big the thighs of his favourites 
were, things like that.’ Balanchine has a point 
about Volynsky, but what of Balanchine’s own 

theory of ballet, aphoristically stated ‘Ballet is  
a woman’? Certainly, choreography comes to 
life in performances by dancers. Balanchine 
again: “The choreography, the steps–those 
don’t mean a thing. Steps are made by a person. 
It’s the person dancing the steps – that’s what 
choreography is, not the steps by themselves.’
- Douglas Crimp, ‘Agon’, Before Pictures, 
University of Chicago: 2016

David Hammons, Concerto in Black and Blue, 
2002

Grace Jones, ‘Libertango (I have seen that face 
before)’, 1981; ‘La vie en rose’, 1977; ‘Pars’, 
1980

Jessica Mitford, ‘Behind the Formaldehyde 
Curtain’, The American Way of Death, Simon 
and Schuster. New York: 1963. Read aloud by 
Ian White.

The Smiths, ‘Death of a Disco Dancer’, 1987

Sylvester, ‘I Need Somebody To Love Tonight’, 
1979
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