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Proximal and Reminiscent Nostalgias: 
Queer Potentiality in Postwar Japan and the Post-Method American Theatre 
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Proceeding from different conceptualizations of nostalgia in Japan and the United States, 

this dissertation argues for the need to expand definition of nostalgia and the potential for 

conversation in performance studies around multiple nostalgias as analytical and pedagogical 

tools. In Japanese, there are various ways of writing and saying words that translate in English to 

nostalgia. In English, on the other hand, the term nostalgia alone covers an expansive array of 

emotional relationalities with the past, conceptually unified by how perceptions of time-space 
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interact with memory and emotionality. Given the multiplicity of time-spaces that theoretically 

exist, however, as well as the mind’s ability to cognitively conceptualize multiple time-spaces 

and memories based on perspective, framing nostalgia in different ways appears both possible 

and necessary. Expanding current available terminology regarding nostalgia around the 

relationality of past memories to multiple time-space perceptions, particularly in the realm of 

performance, produces two directionally opposed forms of  nostalgia: proximal and reminiscent. 

Beginning with historical case studies centered in postwar Japan and working up to the present 

day, each chapter examines the ontology of nostalgia in relation to various examples of 

performance to illuminate how dividing nostalgic phenomenology into these two separate 

categories offers an expanded epistemological understanding of how performance relates to 

time-space. In Chapter 1, Robin Bernstein’s scriptive things are used to contextualize the 

performativity of nostalgic objects within postwar Japan. Chapter 2 looks at photographs of 

Yukio Mishima as attempts to recontextualize the political standing of Japan after Allied 

Occupation. Chapter 3 draws parallels between Japanese performance theories and post-Method 

American acting pedagogy via the queer time-space of nostalgia toward the development of 

queer spirit and conversatiation. Lastly, Chapter 4 looks to contemporary play texts as 

dramaturgical opportunities for generating queer spirit in theatrical spatio-temporality. Together, 

these case studies open doors for nuanced examination of memory, emotions, and queer time-

space and how they can play a significant role in performance making. By doing so, this new 

nostalgia-centric theory promotes future-focused queer time-space as an optimal state of 

aesthetic representation and potentiality.
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Introduction 

Nostalgia and the Past’s Relationship to Now 

The past does not only draw us back to the past. There are certain memories of  
the past that have strong steel springs and, when we who live in the present touch 
them, they are suddenly stretched taut and then they propel us into the future.  
 –Yukio Mishima, The Temple of the Golden Pavilion 

 
The Great Question before us is: Are we doomed? The Great Question before us 
is: Will the Past release us? The Great Question before us is: Can we Change? In 
Time? And we all desire that Change will come. 

–Tony Kushner, Angels in America, Part Two: Perestroika  
 

In Performance Theory’s chapter “Actuals,” Richard Schechner diagrams an interchange 

of Text/Action, Performers, Director, Time, Space, and Audience, visually presenting a balanced 

inter-relationality of these elements to create the mimesis of theatre (Schechner 62). This model 

leaves much to be scrutinized,1 but this model and his writings leave out the role that conscious 

perspectivity plays in relation to time and space, a major component to leave out. Schechner 

himself says of his model: “Perhaps an absurd model — for how can the director “transform” or 

“interpenetrate” or “exchange” with time or space; how can the audience do likewise, and so 

on?” (Schechner 62). There resides in the concept of time-space a great deal to expand on 

regarding how we as mind/body creatures relate to it, especially through theatre, imagination, 

and our minds. In other words, how do our bodies and minds impact our relationship to time and 

space? What role do time-space and mind/body play on each other? I wish to extrapolate on the 

interchange for this dissertation, because a need exists for expanded terminology around the 

relationality between all elements involved with spatio-temporality. Specifically, this dissertation 

examines the ontological understanding of nostalgia in relation to time-space to establish a more 

 
1 The primacy of the director in the model alone has been challenged and continues to be challenged as new 
pedagogies are attempted that seek to remove the director as a singular chair of decision-making, opting instead to 
distribute their responsibilities to performers, other members of the production team, and even the audience. 
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nuanced engagement with the concept as it manifests performatively, both culturally and 

artistically. I perform this examination using art distinct from that of Western traditions, that of 

Japan, a nation and culture primary to my research and an ideal site for investigating nostalgia. 

Providing this taxonomy illuminates the primacy of nostalgia as a topic for epistemological 

exploration within the performing arts, while at the same time bringing to light the practicality of 

historic Japanese performance theory and philosophical concepts – beyond their current 

intellectual placement within the Western academy. As such, I propose a nostalgic theoretical 

lens toward performance, an overlaying perspective which takes a particularly active form of 

nostalgia. When combined with existing/forthcoming performance theories, this nostalgic 

performance theory creates auxiliary frameworks and constructs that can be useful for all manner 

of performance making and examination.  

Before proceeding into the chapters, I will first position various academic theorizations of 

nostalgia in relation to this work. Nostalgia is a burgeoning field of research in the social 

sciences, particularly in the academic disciplines of psychology, sociology, and marketing. The 

term nostalgia originates from Swiss physician Johannes Hofer who in 1688 uses the word in 

reference to soldiers longing for their homeland, from the Greek nóstos meaning “return home” 

and algia, Latin from the Greek algos meaning “pain,” in other words “homesickness” (De 

Brigard). So, to experience nostalgia originally meant to long for one’s home, or a homecoming. 

Since then, the word has taken on a more general sense of longing and reminiscing favorably for 

a past. Some research, such as from Philipp A. Rauschnabel and others, talk about nostalgia in 

terms of being an emotion, a “positive emotion associated with a fondness for possessions or 

activities from one’s past” (Hinsch et al. 5). Morris B. Holbrook in his paper “Nostalgia and 

Consumption Preferences: Some Emerging Patterns of Consumer Tastes” defines nostalgia as a 
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“longing for the past, a yearning for yesterday, or a fondness for possessions and activities 

associated with days of yore” (Holbrook 245). Social psychology relegates longing, yearning, 

and fondness to emotional states of being – their being actions that occur in the mind based on 

emotional states of being – which suggests nostalgia’s performativity within a given moment.  

Time plays a significant role within the mental focus of those emotion-based 

performances. Nostalgia occurs in the present moment, the now, in response to mental images 

that project the individual’s mental focus away from the now to “the past,” “yesterday,” to “days 

of yore” (Holbrook 245). Holbrook and others’s research on nostalgia measure within 

demographics how particular market choices might suggest an eventual measurability of longing 

based on past states of being. They suggest “a preference towards objects (including people, 

places, and things) that were more common or popular when one was younger (or not even 

born)” as opposed to current options (Hinsch et al. 4). Perhaps this separation from the present 

moment has to do with the fleeting nature of the current moment, the now.  

Separation from the past can also be viewed as debilitating. Fredric Jameson introduces 

nostalgia into his work examining the postmodernist relationship with the individual (or lack 

thereof) in a consumerist society by referring to “imprisonment in the past” (Jameson 1851). He 

specifically uses examples of films which he refers to as nostalgia films, films such as George 

Lucas’s American Graffiti and Roman Polanski’s Chinatown that are “films about the past and 

about specific generational moments of the past,” which he proposes should be examined 

differently from films traditionally categorized as historical films (1851). He goes on to describe 

how a film like Star Wars, which does not fit the criteria for historical, would fall into the 

category of nostalgia for its harkening back to Saturday morning serials from the childhood of 
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now-adult consumers.2 The film “satisfies a deep (might we say repressed?) longing to 

experience [the serials] again…. a deeper and more properly nostalgic desire to return to an older 

period and to live its strange old aesthetic artifacts through once again” (1852). Jameson useful 

refers to these “aesthetic artifacts” as strange, as he appears to be indicating something out of the 

ordinary about this longing for a bygone time. Jameson goes as far as to say it’s as if “we were 

unable today to focus our own present, as though we have become incapable of achieving 

aesthetic presentations of our own current experience” (1853). It certainly does appear that we 

cannot focus on our present, and it seems to be getting worse since the time of Jameson’s essay.  

Cultural avoidance of the present, opting instead for the narcotic-like emotional 

satisfaction of a nostalgic past, has been commodified, especially by the arts, because it utilizes 

something tried-and-true to avoid risk. For example, an all-too familiar trend in contemporary 

entertainment industries, film studios remake or reimagine old stories, Disney being a prime 

example of this. In 2019, Disney released a CGI-animated version of its 1994 animated film The 

Lion King, which itself was a reimagining of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which also retells another 

play, Ur-Hamlet, believed by many scholars to have been the work of Thomas Kyd, whose The 

Spanish Tragedy also bears striking similarities to Shakespeare’s play (Hirschfeld 590). Even 

from that example, we see that original stories do not necessarily get presented to people, such as 

with the recent example of Disney repackaging their already successful The Lion King product 

with very few changes to the overall story being told. Instead of telling stories that exist in and 

contend with our contemporary time and place, the artists and corporations controlling the 

 
2 The second edition of The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism featuring Fredric Jameson’s “Postmodernism 
and Consumer Society” includes the section on The Nostalgia Mode, and even includes nostalgia as a term in the 
Index. The third edition of the anthology, however, eliminates nostalgia from the Index and “The Nostalgia Mode” 
from its Jameson portion. 
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finances of those endeavors seem more interested in telling familiar stories, stories from the past 

that latch on to our society’s nostalgic fixation on an aesthetically pleasing past. In Wim 

Denslagen’s book Romantic Modernism: Nostalgia in the World of Conservation, the final 

chapter focuses on nostalgia. In it, Denslagen says, “The copy is an act of homage to its original 

and repeating it is an act of commemoration” (167, emphasis added). In other words, homage 

recreates a moment that happens with nostalgia, its occurrence itself an act of commemoration; 

the act of nostalgia, or nostalgizing, commemorates with homage to provide the emotional 

motivation for nostalgizing. Denslagen’s book focuses on the reproduction of products such as 

cars and the architecture of buildings, but this sentence reads particularly strikes for its use of the 

word act.  

While emotionality of nostalgia has been inherent in its definition since its original usage, 

the action it also requires to produce an homage in space often goes unthought of. An act itself 

being a moment in time can be repeated to commemorate objects as well as past events. An 

entire performative sequence occurs then around nostalgia: the original event that generates an 

emotional response, followed by a time-space later in which those emotions inspire the act of 

homage, which in turn transforms those original emotions into emotions of commemoration. In 

her dissertation Performing Nostalgia: Body, Memory, and the Aesthetics of Past-Home, Jade C. 

Huell offers the idea that nostalgia exists and generates from the act of performance, arguing that 

“to embody nostalgia is to force a confrontation with materiality” (21). My dissertation touches 

upon similar concepts, but unlike Huell whose case studies focus primarily around African 

American performance, my entry point for examination of nostalgia comes via Japan, which 

continues to be the primary focus of my research and a source of several case studies in the 

chapters that follow.  
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To demonstrate an act of nostalgia, consider the video introduction to Japan hosting the 

Olympic Games for 2020 in Tokyo, aired alongside a lavish in-stadium demonstration of 

performers and fanfare at the 2016 games in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. A visual feast for the eyes, 

clips of Japan’s top athletes intersplice with glamour shots of Japanese cultural icons the likes of 

Mount Fuji and the Tokyo cityscape. Amid the live-action shots, a computer-animated version of 

Japanese video game company Nintendo’s top character – the mustached plumber Mario, in his 

iconic red overalls – hops over and through the athletes. Mario leaps into one of his video 

games’s green pipes, and after the iconic sound effect that has played for decades whenever 

Mario emerges from such a pipe, in the Rio de Janeiro Olympic stadium Japanese Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe emerges from a real-life green pipe dressed as Mario. Abe in this moment relies on 

nostalgia for Nintendo the world over, only instead of selling game consoles he promotes Japan 

and himself, surrogating himself to the beloved video game hero of Super Mario Brothers, who 

holds the Guinness World Record for “Most Prolific Video Game Character” (Guinness World 

Records Gamer’s Edition 2008 111).  

Nintendo as a company understands the power and profitability of nostalgia. In fact, 

Nintendo in recent years has had tremendous success with its reissuing of its original video 

games from the 1980s, re-releasing their proprietary software this time in small consoles with 

dozens of games preprogrammed into each device. Nintendo has done this twice now: once with 

the original Nintendo game system, and again with the Super Nintendo game system3. Despite 

high demand for these new devices, the company refused for some time to make and sell more of 

the consoles, which created a collector’s market; the game system that sold for $60 in stores was 

now selling for $300 online through independent sellers, because demand had exceeded supply. 

 
3 The Nintendo and Super Nintendo game systems are known as the Famicom and Sūpā Famicom systems in Japan, 
respectively.  
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Nostalgia drives collector’s markets4 in that Nintendo capitalized on the high demand for playing 

technologically outdated games from our youth, products nearly 30 years since their original 

release, based on consumer nostalgia.   

That same nostalgia led to the stylized introduction of Japan as the next Olympic Games 

host at the closing ceremony of the Rio de Janeiro Olympic Games in 2016. Shinzo Abe as Prime 

Minister at the time needed a public relations boost. Abe had recently changed the constitution of 

Japan so that the nation would again have an active military role on the global stage. This was 

after Abe’s speech to the Joint Meeting of Congress in April 2015, when the Prime Minister 

essentially asked the U.S. government to support the rearmament of the Japanese military, 

framing the move as being in the best interests of “human security” (Abe). Abe gallingly thanked 

the United States despite its continued occupation of several regions of Japan. Abe’s 

performance was geopolitical power bottoming at its best, to adapt Tan Hoang Nguyen’s term, 

because the speech seems to play into Americans’s docile image of Japan and the Japanese 

people (also a form of nostalgia discussed further in Chapter 2) in order to ask for and acquire 

something Abe wants, thus constituting a power play. Abe’s rhetoric soon after supports this 

usurpation of power from the United States by submissive Japan, when back in his home country 

Abe proclaimed that Japan had to rearm in order to protect itself from China. A few weeks after 

the Abe’s speech, Japan saw some of the largest protests in its history, with hundreds of 

thousands demonstrating outside of the National Diet5, denouncing the plan and declaring on 

signs such things as “Don’t send our sons to die!” (Murai and Koshino). 

 
4 Companies try to anticipate nostalgic trends. As mentioned earlier, however, emotions of the main event precede 
nostalgia, which inspires the homage and commemoration. Therefore, if anything corporations anticipate nostalgia 
by examining emotionality around an initial event, which they call market research.  
5 Japan’s National Diet, or国会 Kokkai, the legislature, consists of the House of Representatives and a House of 
Councillors. Diet comes from Latin and refers to a political assembly.  
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Japan’s cultural history uniquely positions the nation for examination of nostalgia as a 

powerful force. Other cultures have nostalgic stories, such as that of the Garden of Eden and 

other prelapsarian creation stories that yearn for a return to a better time-space before a fall from 

grace, but Japan distinctly maintains a nostalgic continuity with stories that unify its persistent 

ideals around religion, race, and nationhood. The nostalgic tradition of longing for a better time 

in Japan as a unified, peaceful, and ideal nation appears in artwork that predate the current 

iteration of the Japanese nation-state, such as in its traditional performing arts. In particular, 

plays prove excellent sources for examples of nostalgia generated in a historical context (hence 

why plays are the focus of Chapter 4). Plays that fall into the historic category in noh, bunraku, 

and kabuki often take place in the Heian period, roughly 794-1185 CE. The period started with 

Emperor Kanmu relocating the national capital to Heian-kyō (present-day Kyoto) and concluded 

with the end of the Genpei War, when the Taira clan was defeated by the Minamoto clan and 

established the Kamakura shogunate (Walker 33-34). The Heian period was a time of 

unprecedented growth in culture for Japan. During this time’s relative peace and prosperity, 

things such as fashion and etiquette were able to evolve and grow in Japan with specificity.  

The Heian period was also the time of courtly women in relative isolation, which lead to 

the evolution of the Japanese written language; female aristocrats schooled in Chinese 

calligraphy would develop kana (syllabic characters) to adapt Chinese writing more precisely to 

spoken Japanese. This was also the era of Murasaki Shikibu, credited for having written the 

world’s first novel, The Tale of Genji. The book continues to be published to this day, and in fact 

a fifth chapter of the book was just recently discovered, bringing it afresh to the interests of 

Japanese and literary scholars (“Fifth chapter”). The writing of this first novel showcases a 

nostalgia all its own. Even though the novel “drew directly upon the realities of the lives of the 
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aristocracy,” the premise itself of romantic recollections of the fictional debonair Radiant Prince 

Genji who makes formal visits full of gift giving and love affairs with many women 

demonstrates a longing for the past, the novel itself structured to be recollection of memories 

(Shikibu x). Establishing the novel as a genre, bringing its concept into Japanese and world 

culture through its written form, evolves the potential of written language as a way to preserve a 

story and provide permanency to it in a way that oral transmission and poetry alone could not 

(Keene 23). The Tale of Genji ushers in a new phase in human existence, where people begin to 

preserve without memorization detailed and complex stories known to be romantic and fictional. 

This writing in a way anticipates nostalgia by recording it for future reminiscence, creating an 

archive to feel nostalgic for over time. Not surprisingly then, everyone from writers to 

policymakers continue “to invoke [the Heian period] through the ages, resurrecting it to do the 

political and cultural work of articulating Japan’s relationship to its surrounding natural world” 

in a continuous cycle of nostalgia (Walker 42). From its works of literature are the cultural 

images of a time in Japan full of beauty and grandeur, something that would become a rare 

commodity in the years of feudalism and warring states that follow the end of the Heian period 

(42). War-torn societies understandably and inevitably produce nostalgic stories, which explains 

why the concept exists across different cultures and in different languages.   

Since the primary philosophical lens of this examination proceeds from a starting point 

within Japanese history and culture, it is worth pointing out that the Japanese language has 

several words that translate to what in English has come to be known as nostalgia, and expanding 

the cultural differences from Western culture to Japanese culture as demonstrated through 

language offers utility. For example, 郷愁 kyoushuu,6 the most commonly used word of the list, 

 
6 Japanese-English translations were acquired from Jisho.org and my Casio denshi-jisho electronic dictionary.  
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appears as the equivalent in translation to English’s nostalgia as originally intended in its 

creation to refer to homesickness. Separately, 郷 kyou refers to countryside and 愁 shuu means 

grief or sorrow. The combined 郷愁 kyoushuu indicates grief or sorrow for the countryside. 

There may also be a suggestion of grief or sorrow of or in the countryside; in other words, being 

in the countryside feeling grief or sorrow, as a soldier far from home may experience. Either 

way, the word in Japanese combines two Chinese characters, one of which implies an emotional 

state of being and the other a location.7  

Another word translates in English to nostalgia: ⾥⼼ satogokoro. The first character ⾥ 

sato represents a village or hamlet but also indicates one’s hometown, and the second character 

⼼ kokoro represents heart, the heart indicating both an emotional and a physiological 

connection. Regarding the significance of a village as an idea, in Japanese the size of a location’s 

population designates its classification as either a 市 shi (city), 町 machi (town), or 村 mura 

(village), each increasingly smaller in population than the last. So, the indication of a village in 

⾥⼼ satogokoro carries with it an image of a small population of people living in a rural 

location8.  

Another set of kanji, 懐郷 kaikyou, also translate to nostalgia. The first character 懐 – 

pronounced kai, natsu, or futokoro – represents bosom, heart, feelings, or to miss. Colloquial 

speech utilizes the same character for a word commonly associated with the concept of 

something being nostalgic: 懐かしい natsukashii. Its root verb, 懐く natsuku, means to be fond 

of or to keep close. In everyday conversation in Japan, a blast from the past, as it were, creates a 

 
7 This generally occurs with most of the character combinations in Japanese that translate in English to 
“homesickness, nostalgia” on Jisho.org. 郷愁 marks the most commonly used, as well as the katakana version of the 
English ノスタルジア, but additionally there are eight character combinations that translate the same.   
8 The word ⽥舎 inaka, the word commonly used in reference to rural countrysides, also translates to hometown. 
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moment of recalling something’s connection to the past, which produces a stand-alone 

exclamation of “懐かしい!” (“Natsukashii!”). A moment of recognition, in other words, 

accompanies the emotional response to observing something from the past in the present, 

something significance enough in memory to elicit emotions in the first place. That initiating 

element can be anything; it need not be associated with a specific location. With 懐郷 kaikyou, 

however, the second character 郷 gō or kyou refers to the countryside. Not a new phenomenon in 

Japan, people relocate from rural hometowns to larger urban areas in the pursuit of economic 

advantage. Such migration arguably predominates now with more than 8 million people living 

the Tokyo metropolitan area, and the shrinking populations of rural towns and villages has 

reduced them to a state of regional demographic desperation.9  

Three other kanji combinations allude to a similar correlation with emotional longing for 

rural locations and thus translate to nostalgia in English. With 望郷 boukyou, 望 bō in this 

instance indicates desire, and 郷 kyō (same second character as above in 懐郷 kaikyou) represents 

the countryside. 懐古 kaiko means nostalgia but also reminiscence, with the characters 懐 kai 

again being a feeling or a yearning, and 古 ko the character for old but in this moment indicating 

previous. 懐古 kaiko, therefore, indicates yearning for the previous, based on emotions, memory, 

and desire. Similarly, 懐旧 kaikyū also conveys both nostalgia and reminiscence in English. 

However, where 懐 kai remains the first character as in the other combinations, the second 

character 旧 kyū indicates old things: old times, old traditions, old friends.  

 
9 Some countryside towns have even begun offering to “give” abandoned homes, akiya, to people willing to relocate 
to their location upon the promise to fix up the homes, stay in the town for a designated period of time, and other 
caveats. From GaijinPot.com: “Buyers must be willing to live in the house despite the town’s low population and 
little financial potential.” blog.gaijinpot.com/buy-abandoned-house-in-japan/ 
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With Japanese words for nostalgia, the second character changes the most often of the 

two. Of all these aforementioned character combinations, the last combination’s second character 

carries with it a broader sense of time and how it relates to things; the character’s meaning isn’t 

just a longing for past location but also feelings, people, and states of being. For this reason, 

kaikyū seems to more closely mimic the expansive reach of the definition of nostalgia in the 

modern English sense. Interestingly, ノスタルジア nosutarujia, the katakana version of the 

English word nostalgia, has also become increasingly common in usage, thus incorporating into 

the Japanese language the word’s definition from the English language to indicate this concept. 

Importantly, this version of nostalgia opens up the English-based idea of the word to Japan; in 

other words, where saying “nostalgia” had meaning in the English-speaking world, that reach 

now extends to Japan, its people, and its culture. This also coincidentally subverts and subdues 

the detailed examination of the Japanese iterations as provided above, suggesting that domestic 

vocabulary somehow failed to meet the true expanse of meaning with the word, despite in 

English the word also having different layers of meaning, from pleasurable reminiscence to 

painful longing.  

The various kanji combinations may all amount to the same translation in English, 

nostalgia, but even the idea of variance in how we might examine nostalgia allows for more 

nuanced discourse. Pointing out various words in Japanese for the same concept in English I 

argue actually points to the deficiencies in English of having a single word for nostalgia, 

suggesting that the word fails by being vaguely descriptive in its intentionality. As such, this 

dissertation seeks to interrupt discussions about performance, time, and memory with the 

significance of and importance in clarifying varying kinds of nostalgia, specifically regarding our 

relationship with and proximity to the past. Perception of the past filtered through a nostalgic 
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lens creates an obvious illusion, or at least an aesthetically modified one, that gets usurped in a 

late-stage capitalist society10. In fact, the primary perspective of this thesis argues that there are 

in fact two nostalgias, an idea refined using Diana Taylor’s concepts of archive and repertoire.  

Notions of time relate to the distinction between archive and repertoire that Taylor 

defines in her seminal book The Archive and the Repertoire. Taylor refers to the archive and 

archival material as being the “supposedly enduring material (i.e., texts, documents, buildings, 

bones)” as opposed to the “so-called ephemeral repertoire” of “embodied practice/knowledge 

(i.e., spoken language, dance, sports, ritual)” (The Archive and the Repertoire 19). One of the 

significant factors separating these two concepts for Taylor relates to time: “Archival memory 

works across distance, over time and space; investigators can examine an ancient manuscript, 

letters find their addresses through time and place, and computer discs at times cough up lost 

files with the right software” (19). Repertoire, on the other hand, less tangible and more fleeting, 

exists as a product of live performance in a given moment that, once performed, relegates that 

past event to the realm of archive, at least in terms of stored memory. To recall a performance, 

something of repertoire, in other words, situates the archive in the nostalgic position, even if 

academic curiosity more than an emotional longing motivates yearning for a past event: “The 

repertoire requires presence: people participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge 

by “being there,” being a part of the transmission” (20). The repertoire engages with the current 

moment, i.e. now, and once its moment has passed transitions to being archive, i.e. then. 

However, Taylor also suggests that archive can be reengaged with via repertoire, that the 

information housed within the archive forever exists within the repertoire, and vice versa.  

 
10 Nostalgia interrelates with capitalism. Even with the example of The Tale of Genji, mentioned earlier, the novel 
acts as capital in the context of Murasaki Shikibu’s social placement as a high-caste female. The book benefitted her 
with recognition, clout, and social collateral (Shikibu x).  
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Taylor’s simultaneous interwoven interaction of now and then is of crucial importance, 

for moments when the two exist and work harmoniously and other instances in which they stand 

separately from each other. This concept was most recently brought into conversation with Japan 

and the United States in Jessica Nakamura’s Transgenerational Remembrance: Performance and 

the Asia-Pacific War in Contemporary Japan, in which she uses ghosts, haunting, and her term 

transgenerational remembrance to “characterize the movement of memories across wartime and 

postwar generations despite distance battlefields and lost connections” (xi). Like Taylor, 

Nakamura understands the potentiality that exists within simultaneous time-spaces, choosing to 

focus her work on the phenomenology within individual agency. I focus on nostalgia as lens to 

the past for a sort of inspiration in the here and now, utilizing the information stored statically in 

the archive for guidance of the present moment in performance, the repertoire, which relates to 

general notions of tradition, an exploration into the ontology and phenomenology of time-space.  

Over the course of this dissertation, I justify the introduction of two opposing terms with 

regards to nostalgia: proximal nostalgia and reminiscent nostalgia. The word proximal has 

several meanings across different disciplines. According the Oxford Dictionary, for anatomists it 

pertains to something “situated nearer to the center of the body or the point of attachment” 

(“proximal, adj. and n.”). Meanwhile, for geologists, it relates to or denotes “an area close to a 

center of a geological process such as sedimentation or volcanism.” As both definitions suggest, 

proximal consistently relates to a proximity to a central location, situating close to or at the 

center point. Proximal nostalgia therefore can usefully denote a nostalgia that situates more 

centrally to the individual experiencing the nostalgia, suggesting the past idea being brought 

closer to the mind recollecting the memory. In this way, it relates strongly to repertoire. 

Conversely, the adjective reminiscent carries a complicated Latin etymology: re meaning to 
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repeat or once again, min as a base suggests memory or remembering, relating to mind, and scent 

pertaining to the state of doing. So, reminiscent means to again remember in the mind. By 

engaging with nostalgia in juxtaposition to the proximal, reminiscent suggests orientation toward 

the past; the memory appears once again to the mind, suggesting a retention of the situational 

clarity of the memory. The Oxford Dictionary even describes the origin of the word reminisce to 

the act of storytelling past events historically, in an age when storytellers offered as commodity, 

a mental picture of the past being painted for the listening audience, therefore originating outside 

of the nostalgic consumer’s mind (“reminisce, v.”). The design of reminiscent nostalgia retains 

this distance from the center, similar to archive, thus standing opposite the intention of proximal 

nostalgia. Utilization of these two terms for this dissertation provide greater clarity to the 

argument that follows.  

I came to the conclusion that multiple nostalgias are needed in theatrical discourse from 

studying existing literature on nostalgia, and I was recently validated in my drawing of this 

deduction. In June 2020, scholars of nostalgia Taylor A. FioRito and Clay Routledge published 

an article titled “Is Nostalgia a Past or Future-Oriented Experience? Affective, Behavioral, Social 

Cognitive, and Neuroscientific Evidence” online for Frontiers in Psychology. In the article, 

FioRito and Routledge propose that the limited definition of the word nostalgia does not 

encompass the potential for multiple foci within relative perspective, so they propose the 

separation of nostalgia into two different categories: past-oriented nostalgia and future-oriented 

nostalgia. Reflective nostalgia, meanwhile, was theorized by Boym as a “relationship between 

past, present, and future,” setting the stage for multiple forms of nostalgia distinguished by 

reflectivity within time-space (Boym 61). While I see many parallels between their terms and my 

own, for purposes of this dissertation I retain my proposed terminology for its implication of 
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both physical and perspectival meanings.   

Because proximal nostalgia and reminiscent nostalgia are so crucial, I want to elaborate 

on how they differ and why it matters using a metaphor of two identical photographs. Imagine 

these photographs as very small and in black and white, and that they mean a great deal to you 

because they depict a moment from your past. Now imagine that one of these photographs hangs 

on a wall at eye level. This photograph requires certain actions from the viewer in order for it to 

be examined, requirements that hold the viewer in a fixed location to view it on the wall. Now 

imagine that a barrier stands between you and that hung photograph at a distance of three meters. 

This affects your ability to examine the photograph. You are required, by its fixity on the wall, to 

hold a certain location in order to view it, but now you also have the added difficulty of distance. 

You still care for and want to examine the picture, though, so you do what the situation requires: 

you get close to the barrier, squint your eyes, and fixate your gaze from across the distance on 

the photograph to examine it as best you can. The emotionality of the past moment in the 

snapshot draws you to it, and its positionality in time-space, hung on the wall and distanced from 

you by the barrier, likens to the distance of time; distance from the present to the past impacts 

how clearly or easily we can view distant memories. Nostalgia pulls you from the present and 

places you in past time-space, thus preventing you from doing other things. This is reminiscent 

nostalgia. 

Now, image that the other photograph isn’t hung on the wall but instead you can hold it 

in your hands. With this photograph, you hold it farther away or closer to your eyes as needed to 

get the best glimpse into portions of it that you wish to examine. You are not held in a distant 

place that separates you, one out of your control. Because you have the freedom to adjust your 

gaze of it as your curiosity and interests decide, you examine this photograph with greater 
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breadth of potentiality, with perhaps unforeseen outcomes to draw from the examination. 

Emotions still linger in relation to the photo’s content, but with examination it provides even 

greater depth of emotionality, recalling memories long forgotten or presenting new discoveries 

never known before. Here, you draw a snapshot of the past closer to you in the present, which 

affords greater possibilities because you can remain in the present moment, capable of making 

changes within time-space. This second photograph does not demand actions like the first one in 

order to engage with past events, but instead affords greater freedom and potentiality. This is 

proximal nostalgia.  

In relation to the fluid potentiality of proximal nostalgia, the dissertation also employs a 

nuanced understanding of the terms queer and queerness. The word queer has come to be used in 

many capacities, so it would be best to also clarify my use of the term before proceeding. With 

an unknown etymology, according to the Oxford Dictionary, the first known use of queer was in 

1513 C.E. as an adjective in reference to something “Strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric” (“queer, 

adj.1.”). It was only in the 19th century that noun and verb forms of the word began to be used, 

eventually becoming a derogatory term used in reference to those seemingly differing from 

imposed cis-gendered, heterosexual, and monogamous norms (“queer, n.2.”). My understanding 

and use of the term queer has its origins in the re-appropriation of the word by queer studies 

scholars, fitting into the post-structural model. For example, in Foucault’s essay “What Is an 

Author?”, in which he addresses the “gray neutrality” between words as the place in which the 

author disappears, he highlights that the author’s disappearance should be “held in check by the 

transcendental” (Counter-Memory 120). Beyond being just an argument against structured 

restraints on authors and their texts, Foucault also allows for the post-structural potentiality of 

the infinite potential between structures, in this case words, letters, and definition. In other words 
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(pun intended), the very letters and words that authors employ are structures of limitation. Any 

such structure, to utilize Kant, can be defined as a thesis for which an antithesis can be 

determined (Critique of Pure Reason). Structure, by its nature, falls within a binary, a 

heteronormative set of parameters, and once determined can be commodified11.  

The very nature of structure, even those such as letters on a page, inherently 

heteronormatize and capitalize, so this makes the work of José Esteban Muñoz significant to 

understanding queer theory. His texts, such as Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the 

Performance of Politics, not only communicate queerness in language but also perform it 

through the text’s structure; more on this to follow in Chapter 3. For now, though, Muñoz’s work 

stands as a demonstration of the inherent performativity of queerness as a concept, inevitably 

undefinable by its very nature. Muñoz uses his books to not only present details of  research on 

how subcultural outsiders negotiate within heteronormative hegemonic societal confines, but 

also to demonstrate within the “gray neutrality” of his own text the important of understanding 

queerness as a post-structural concept. I utilize the academic understanding of the term queer in 

this dissertation in reference to gender and sexuality, but a particular, post-structural notion of 

the word queer in relation to positionality within time-space also remains important. Much like 

how queer theory has positioned gender and sexual identity as being a point somewhere beyond 

bifurcation (boy or girl, gay or straight), so too can practically anything be positioned in relation 

to two opposing points of definition (thesis and antithesis) be thought of as being queer. In terms 

of nostalgia and its relationship to the mind, we must consider memory as a queer point of 

positionality within time-space.  

 
11 This draws upon Marxism, which is interesting to consider in relation to queerness. A great deal has been written 
combining these theoretical lenses since the late 1990s, dealing with the powerful cultural intersection happening in 
East Asian, such as in Petrus Liu’s Queer Marxism in Two Chinas (2015).  
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In order to deal with the mind’s relationality to memory in time-space, I must detail my 

understanding of time as currently theorized by physics. Doing so justifies my position that 

time’s queer potentiality limitlessly resists bifurcated simplification, in large part thanks to 

evolving concepts around what is called the arrow the time12. In History Without Chronology, 

Stefan Tanaka argues for the separation of history from chronological time, which would “allow 

history to be also a form of communication about pasts and their relevance to the present, not just 

a knowledge about the past” (8). Tanaka essentially queers the notion of time as traditionally 

perceived, in regard to Newtonian physics and the arrow of time. Queer theorists such as Judith 

Butler effectively queer the concept of time by pointing out that a sense of identity alters over a 

lifetime and as a result never stagnates at the extremes of a binary (Gender Trouble). Instead of 

presuming the linearity of time on lines that chronologically run in opposing directions – one 

pointed backwards to the past and the other pointing to the inevitability of the unknown future – 

Tanaka suggests a new utility in thinking more expansively about time and how it allows us to 

view, engage with, and even interact with the past, relating to contemporary physics’s 

understandings of how time actually works versus how most people colloquially think of it. 

“Classical time,” Tanaka writes, “is external to human activity; it is based on Newtonian 

physics” (Tanaka 5). Theoretical physicist Sean M. Carroll explained in an NPR interview in 

2015, “It used to be that we thought space was static and time flowed, from past to future” 

(Carroll). However, according to the laws of physics, intrinsic difference between the past and 

the future does not exist: “When you’re looking at your spouse across the table, you are also 

engaging with the past” (Carroll). For proceeding forward, this notion offers as a way of thinking 

 
12 Chronological time is talked about like an arrow, shooting forward and straight, unstoppable and linear.  
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precisely about what differentiates time the physicist who examines how time works in terms of 

Physics from the neuroscientist that examines how we perceive time via our brains.  

Physics allows us to decolonize strict notions of how time works, but for most people that 

doesn’t mean anything beyond an idea; neuroscience, on the other hand, allows us to 

comprehend how we interact with time and what the logical, neurological reasons for that are. 

When you look at something, via the perspective of the neuroscientist, sequences of events 

happen over time (albeit profoundly fast) — light bounces off whatever we look at, that light 

filtering into our eyes, sending electrical impulses to our brain that it perceives as an image for us 

to recognize as the object being reflected to us visually — that allow us to perceive something in 

the “present,” when actually consciousness of a recent moment according to neuroscientist David 

Eagleman happens approximately 80 milliseconds prior (Shifting Time). All events, even those 

that we categorize as happening in the here/now technically occurred moments of the past; we 

can say with certainty that they have happened in a past moment because of the delay in time for 

our bodies to register such information. Since the present exists merely as a theory, a line of 

demarcation that separates the two actual moments in the arrow of time, the past and the future, 

pedagogies focused on immediacy can benefit from a greater grasp of potentialities within time-

space. I make an argument for actor training that focuses on active listening and being present in 

the present/now moment; more on that in Chapter Three. 

With present moment an ever-changing theoretic time-space that forever ends and starts 

anew, proximity to the present also associates with change. As per the second law of 

thermodynamics: if there was no entropy, there would be no moving forward. Because the 

universe started in a state of low entropy, there has been a forward moment with the increasing 

occurrence of chaos. Otherwise, we would be in a state of what physicists call “equilibrium,” a 
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stasis, a state of no change. Therefore, as Carroll states, “life itself depends on the arrow of time” 

(Shifting Time). The concept of the arrow of time moves time forward in a linear fashion, so 

nostalgia in a way goes against the basic laws of physics. Much like a video recording when 

played backwards reads as strange to us, so too does consciously retreating from the present 

toward the past: “If Newton had been correct, then time and space exist separately, each absolute 

in their own rights. When Einstein comes along, he realizes that space and time connect to each 

other, and also that space/time has a dynamical nature, that it can change, it can be warped, it can 

be curved. And we experience that curvature as gravity, so we know it’s there” (Carroll).  

The concept of time-space perception being felt via gravity makes a compelling argument 

for such actor training as traditional Japanese performing arts and techniques promoted by 

Tadashi Suzuki with stomping. Through engagement with the ground, in powerful and dynamic 

moments of the body’s momentum being interrupted by downward collision with the ground, 

corporeal experience constantly (re)connects with gravity and by extension time-space. In 

History Without Chronology, however, Tanaka explains that the International Meridian 

Conference in 1884 “codified the East and the West, the Orient and the Occident, by setting the 

beginning of the day at 180 degrees longitude, not at GMT” which unified time and in turn 

culminated in “the increasing synchronization or the world, the annihilation of time and space, 

and the rise of simultaneity in the twentieth century” (Tanaka 37). Tanaka points out that a 

colonialist exercise of codifying time in such a way that predicted globalization under the 

parameters of a Western metric ultimately silences, or at the very least removes, the agency of 

time-space on its own, for individuals and within nation/states; “[Classical time] has been critical 

in the formulation of modern systems that guide, organize, order, and control,” Takana writes 

(Tanaka 5). Claiming more expansive understandings of time decolonizes something that 
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throughout history has played a more active, individualistic role in the unfolding of human 

events. “History based on times that are from life processes, human cognition, and social 

activity,” Takana explains, “becomes an important inquiry that can emphasize human 

relationality and communication about pasts and their relevance to the present” (5). Decolonizing 

time from the classic, chronological notion of it in turn queers time-space beyond codification or 

commodification, opening it up to infinite possibilities of usefulness. By taking Tanaka’s 

theorization of how time has been rendered a chronologically defined commodity of 

colonization, a binary, time can be decolonized and unshackled from commodification by 

defining it as queer.  

Tanaka’s decolonizing of time, what I call his queering of time, stands at odds with 

another theorist that heavily influences this dissertation, the abovementioned Richard Schechner. 

In Performance Theory, Schechner talks extensively about time throughout his writing. “Clock 

time is a mono-directional,” Schechner writes, “linear-yet-cyclical uniform measurement adapted 

from day-night and seasonal rhythms. In the performance activities, however, time adapts to the 

event, and therefore susceptible to numerous variations and creative distortions” (Schechner 8). 

This seems to coincide in many ways with Tanaka, but Schechner goes on to differentiate time as 

it relates to performance, specifically event time, set time, and symbolic time (8-9). However, all 

of these forms of time hold a consistency in privileging the here/now of the present, denying 

relevance for the there/then of the past as a still-autonomous time-space, particularly with 

regards to the performativity of nostalgia. This relates to a positionality throughout Schechner’s 

theories that privilege space over time, how often his writing gives significant time and attention 

to the potentiality of actions within space and less attention to the potentialities of time. Tanaka, 

in his opening call for the decolonialization of time and space, initiates the possibility of 
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positioning time and space on equal measure through his use of time-space, a term that I utilize 

for this project.  

I acknowledge that I am choosing to use time-space over temporality despite current 

literature employing temporality with queerness. Temporality etymologically relates to temporal 

which suggests existing within time, carrying with it a prioritizing of the present and a sense of 

impermanence (“temporal, adj.1 and n.1.”). J. Jack Halberstram’s concept of queer temporality 

from In a Queer Time & Place focuses on queerness of identity within time and space as 

opposed to time’s functioning in relation to space and how that then affects the 

individual. “Queer subcultures,” Halberstam writes, “produce alternative temporalities by 

allowing their participants to believe that their futures can be imagined according to logics that 

lie outside of those paradigmatic markers of life experience—namely, birth, marriage, 

reproduction, and death” (2). In other words, queer reality within the temporal, or temporality, 

dictates relationality to time-space, as opposed to presupposing the inherent queerness of time-

space and by extension those within it. By not using temporality, I am deny privileging the 

present and the heteronormative, instead favoring the queer potentiality in simultaneous 

symbiosis of the terms time and space joined by a hyphen, working within what Deleuze and 

Guattari would describe as a rhizomatic state of “no beginning or end… in the middle, between 

things, interbeing, intermezzo” (A Thousand Plateaus 25). To me, time-space reads queerer than 

even queer temporality, so I consider this dissertation both adjacent to and moving beyond 

Halberstam’s queer temporality. 

Returning to Schechner, enough conversations have been had about the colonialist and 

privileged positionality of Schechner’s writing over the years that I am choosing not to enter into 

that discussion with this project. In fact, Schechner remains to this day a brilliant contributor to 
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ways of thinking about performance, but I point out questioned components of his writing for 

purposes of establishing my own positionality within this dissertation. I want to make clear my 

understanding, however, that in arguing merits of past civilizations’s and cultures’s contributions 

with performance, the use of such terms as “primitive” carry a tone of white/cis/class-based 

privilege that passes judgment on others’s contributions (even when positioned on the side of the 

cultures to which one refers to) in comparison to those of the West. As a white-identifying, cis-

gendered American male, not only do I stand at odds with my queer sexuality, Jewishness, and 

interculturalization, I am also aware of how unaware the hegemonic privilege of being white, 

male, and American allowed/allows me to be naïve to inequities of the world that otherwise do 

not regularly affect me. Oppressive systems that have been built into global narratives benefit 

heteronormative and racist perspectives, so this dissertation offers a reckoning to these 

historically privileged perspectives, especially those around time-space. I strive to open and 

expand conversations so more notions of time-space, interculturality, and the potentiality within 

theatrical contributions can become normalized and standardized.  

I also choose to position my work within the understanding of interculturality from the 

useful definition by Ric Knowles in Theatre and Interculturalism. Knowles makes it clear in his 

work that many terms similar to intercultural exist, such as cross-cultural or multicultural. 

Culturalism persists as the topic, but the relational verbs of this lexicon carry differentiating 

meaning. Unlike other available terms, intercultural provides “focus on the contested, unsettling, 

and often unequal spaces between cultures, space that can function in performance as sites of 

negotiation” (Knowles 4). The Latin prefix inter by definition means “between,” “mutual,” or 

“together,” and its performativity in this contemporary context relate it to words that incorporate 

it, such as interchange, interact, and interdisciplinary. Intercultural enjoys a performativity 
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different from cross-cultural, which can paint a picture of either an “x” or associate with such 

phrases as “cross out” or “crossing paths.”  

Patrice Pavis points out in the introduction to The Intercultural Performance Reader the 

importance of separating the notion of international from intercultural because of the danger of 

associating theatre with nation, as it “risks reinforcing national stereotypes” (Pavis 5). 

Intracultural, meanwhile, which Pavis explains using James R. Brandon, “refers to the search for 

national traditions, often forgotten, corrupted or repressed, in order to reassess the sources of a 

style of performance, to situate it in relation to external influences and to understand more deeply 

the origins and the transformation of its own culture” (5-6). Intracultural theatre “prioritizes the 

interactivity and translation of diverse cultures” (Bharucha 9). I stand with the thoughtful and 

important work that intracultural theatre allows for within national discourses surrounding the 

melding of cultural identities and ideas. As such, this dissertation focuses on the inter-

relationality (quite literally) that exists and can further be explored between Japanese and 

American cultural practices and modes of thought that, as they stood in the past and as they stand 

now, must be reconciled in order for intracultural theatre practice and education of merit to take 

shape. Intracultural theatre, a subject near-and-dear to my heart and a professional goal of mine 

to create in the future, motivates this dissertation with its theoretical justification of intercultural 

methodologies in order to make intracultural aspirations possible.  

Writing a dissertation about nostalgia might seem oxymoronic, or at least hypocritical, as 

a dissertation essentially compiles and reflects on past events and references to produce a 

commodifiable argument. Of course, this dissertation hypocritically elaborates on queerness in 

relation to post-structural ontology. However, for purposes of completing the requirements of the 

academic institution, such hypocrisy must be accepted. To embrace the hypocrisy of the 
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dissertation endeavors – in terms of queer theory – to manifest a space of duality, of 

contradiction, of grayness, of disidentification, a middle space of balance inherently queer. As 

Muñoz says, “Disidentification is meant to be descriptive of the survival strategies the subject 

practices in order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or 

punished the existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of normative citizenship” 

(Muñoz 4). The purpose of this dissertation is, in fact, not only to accept its disidentified queer 

positionality but also to argue for the important potentiality of queerness as a middle space of 

balance: a balance of the scales, justice, equilibrium, reliant on the middle point. In a post-Fichte 

sense, refocusing on the primary significance of the synthesis makes the perception of thesis and 

antithesis serve to highlight the infinite possibilities emerging from between two points of a 

binary.  

Shedding light on nostalgia and queerness through the case studies of my chapters 

recognizes the significance of differentiated forms of nostalgia, the infinite potentiality of 

proximal nostalgia in relation to theatre, and the United States’s cultural addiction to reminiscent 

nostalgia. This dissertation strives to not be another exercise by a cis white male to define Japan 

and the Japanese people. Instead, this research proceeds from the intention to examine 

philosophical ideas and artistic expressions that come from Japanese culture and expand these 

important concepts within the English-speaking academy, without drawing general assumptions 

to individuals or groups. I am not the first to make this sort of effort, and I hope not to be the last. 

As an identifying cis white male, however, I am aware of the sensitivity with which I have to 

proceed in cultural research and examination of the archive. Through engagement with 

philosophies, I strive for my personal identity to be muted in the discourse so focus can be on the 

theories being considered, despite their site of origin – much as I am arguing for with Yukio 



 

 27 

Mishima in Chapter 2. That being said, I must express my sincerest gratitude to the people of 

Japan for the rich cultural contributions they have shared with the world and express my sincere 

wish in this research to help show another perspective of what Japanese aesthetic and philosophy 

has to practically offer humanity. 

A case study of case studies, this dissertation collects four areas of research that for me 

felt connected but otherwise seem disparate. How they connect materialized for me from within 

the queer time-space of the writing process. So, the dissertation acts as a performative case study 

of concepts that each chapter holds in conversation with each other, in an attempt to make sense 

of their connection. From this exploration, the determination of queerness and nostalgia as 

concepts emerge as unifying and significant, particularly in the zeitgeist. This process and 

resulting performative manuscript harkens to the structural design of David Román’s 

Performance in America. In fact, I would identify this dissertation in the vein of Román, who 

also identifies the importance of spatio-temporality but pertaining to an American performance 

context. Here, I am instead focusing on the exploration of Japan. This selfish decision, again, 

relates to my interests in Mishima, traditional Japanese performance, and how they relate to the 

American theatre. In doing the dissertation, I was able to prove to myself and hopefully argue to 

the reader that conversations with these seemingly disparate topics are important to engage in, 

and that Japanese theatre studies are not dusty old archives but instead a repertoire of relevant 

topics and terminology that illuminate a great deal in our current moment.  

Following this introduction, the dissertation structurally proceeds with four chapters of 

archival examination and analysis before concluding with final thoughts. I utilize distinct case 

studies for each chapter that allow for unique exploration of nostalgic performativity as it relates 

to each’s contemporary context. Historical information contextualizes each case study in this 
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endeavor. Each chapter focuses on performativity in relation to time-space and nostalgia, with 

select examinations ranging in topic from live theatre to play texts, photographs, and even 

objects. Although analysis of the archival document itself are worthy of analysis, I am more 

interested in examination of live, temporal performances that occurred in their moments in time-

space as repertoire, and how understanding their connections to time-space reflect the cultural 

context of and relation to the past.  

Chapter 1 begins with an examination of post-World War II Japanese nostalgia using 

queerness and its relationship with historical notions of time-space. The case studies for this 

chapter include the aesthetic philosophy of ma as relates to queer time-space in visual and 

performing arts, and how artistic relationality with ma changed in the wake of wartime defeat. 

This chapter begins the body of the dissertation in order to showcase how Japan uniquely 

demonstrates a national defeat of time-space positionality, shifting to a Western mode of 

nostalgia over traditional Japanese nostalgia and providing the perfect opening juxtaposition to 

illustrate multiples ways of thinking about time-space. Visual and performing arts serve as sites 

of witnessing, negotiating, and struggling with this shift of cultural placement in spatio-

temporality. Here butoh makes for an important case study, since it carries with it a theoretically 

nuanced perspective of time-space from a performance lens. Ma conceptually relates to butoh, 

and Chapter 1 explains that correlation and elaborates on the ideas of time-space and nostalgia in 

postwar Japan. Nostalgia harkens back to the past from the present and can also project into the 

future, precisely what butoh can be said to do through queering the body within time-space. If 

nostalgia and queerness correlate components of butoh, that correlation combined with trauma 

can be understood to fuel butoh performance, particularly at the time of its inception when Japan 

was still reeling from losing the war and having entire cities wiped out by the atomic bomb.  
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Chapter 2 analyzes Japanese author Yukio Mishima’s unique place as an artist and 

activist who fought for queer Japanese nostalgia over colonizing Western notions of time-space. 

This examination seeks to expand Western academia’s current notions of Mishima, to 

disseminate new ways of framing his importance to a larger audience. The chapter combs 

through the English-language archive of resources by and about Mishima, and provides case 

studies around images that demonstrate queer positionality more akin to traditional Japanese 

notions of time-space, which Mishima was fighting to culturally reinstate. Mishima was an 

intelligent, worldly artist of his generation, having had an exceptional education at the best 

academic institutions of Japan, but his cultural reputation has been tarnished by a focus on his 

imperialist final days. While at times he performed outward societal heteronormativity and 

conservativism, other times his life and work expressed a liberal, homosexual, homoerotic, and 

fetishized social life; these performances demonstrate his queerness and offer insight into why he 

may have made certain decisions throughout his life.  

Chapter 2 also contains an analysis of the photograph of Emperor Hirohito with General 

MacArthur, which I argue demonstrates the performative feminization of Japan after its defeat 

and the mandate by the Allied (American) Occupation for Japan to assume and accept the role of 

a submissive state to their dominant force. As Dower alludes, the Japanese were susceptible to 

influence because of their trauma in defeat, with so much of what defines their sense of national 

identity stripped from them (even their relationship to the Emperor forced into a new state of 

being) only to be replaced by standards of the colonizer. I believe the feminization component of 

the already traumatic experiences for Japan in the wake of the war leads to the artistic rise of 

homoerotic sadomasochism through Yukio Mishima, as well as problematic political situations 

that persist even today. By comparison, Haruki Murakami’s conservatively palatable work as an 
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author seems to have overshadowed Mishima’s contributions in recent decades. As Damian 

Flanagan points out in his biography Yukio Mishima, however, “Murakami was born in 1949… 

and knew nothing of the trauma of the war or the shock of American occupation,” and its 

lingering effects on the nation and its people (242). By recontextualizing Mishima’s persona and 

orientation, to use the term as Sara Ahmed does in Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, 

Objects, Others, in relation to national trauma and national post-trauma, I submit for 

consideration with Chapter 2 that Mishima’s understanding of the historical context of queer 

time-space (even if those words would not have been used by him) offers possibilities for 

examining his artistic contributions and cultural efforts.  

In Chapter 3, similarities in shamanic performance and actor training center around the 

instruction of Sanford Meisner, who communicates concepts in his pedagogy for active listening 

and authenticity within time-space. Performance allows for the creation of something new and 

different, perhaps motivated by but in the moment not reliant on nostalgia. The act of 

performance in this chapter’s case studies demonstrate an interruption of nostalgia in an attempt 

to reposition the perspectives of the witnesses. Nostalgia, at least through the understanding of 

proximal nostalgia, acts as a filter through which engagement with the past reimagines the 

understanding of and intentions within the present. Furthermore, evolution of Western thought 

on the Sublime exists only in a transient state, falls between binary structures, and therefore can 

be defined as queer. Chapter 3 focuses more on ego, performance, and the shamanic, and how 

these concepts relate to queerness in existing post-Method theatre, specifically in how actors 

train through a common relationship with nostalgia. I take the position in this chapter that queer 

time-space offers imperative post-structural potential within theatrical interactions.  
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Lastly, Chapter 4 explores the existing Western theatrical canon of contemporary plays 

for useful texts to utilize when workshopping the concepts introduced in the earlier chapters, so 

actors and eventually audiences might be able to experience the potentiality with queer time-

space. Five plays serve as the case studies of this chapter: Suzan-Lori Parks’s The America Play, 

Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, Tideline (an English translation of the original French play 

Littoral) by Wajdi Mouawad, and runboyrun and In Old Age by Mfoniso Udofia. One unifying 

element in each play I point out to be spiritual themes within story components. I break up the 

theatrical from the spiritual, and highlight the role that ghosts play as characters to demonstrate 

the presence of queer time-space. That being the case, Chapter 4 continues to expand upon 

shamanic performance and the work of Jessica Nakamura on ghosts as it relates to spiritual 

potentiality and queer theatrical time-space.  

By the Conclusion, I will summarize how all the case studies are unified not by 

recontextualizing nostalgia but instead through the expansion of our understanding of nostalgia 

to be more nuanced and specific. Bolstering nostalgia’s definition(s) can help to better prepare us 

for where/when we escape from the present into the nostalgic past, where/when nostalgia coerces 

and controls us, or where/when the nostalgic past summons the present of the here/now for 

informed and justified preparation of the impending future. Each chapter builds off the previous 

section, so chapters each offer a next step, conceptually and theoretically. By the time I reach the 

Conclusion, the universalism of the concepts should be apparent; traditional Japanese 

philosophy, Yukio Mishima, acting pedagogy, and existing plays of the Western canon inhabit 

queer time-space, showing the expansiveness of these ideas outside the confines of this 

dissertation. While I promote ideas of each section independently, I allow their shared universal 

efficacy to shine through in the theory of their radiating connectivity into infinite potential.  
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Chapter 1 

Performative Trauma in Postwar Japan: a recontextualization of temporality 

 

This first chapter seeks to position Japan as an ideal case study for examining historic 

relationality of time and space prior to and in the years following World War II. Japan offers  

unique cultural perspectives on how to witness and discuss the past in the present, how war 

disrupts their connection, and how that fact can be seen in relation to nostalgia through 

performative entanglement with national trauma. In order to illustrate these positions, the chapter 

examines examples in arts – visual and performing – and how they demonstrate separate and 

distinct relationships with time-space through a performance studies lens, to offer insight into the 

performativity of the examples and how they showcase their positionality within and without 

time-space. For purposes of this chapter, I utilize performance theory with specific focus on the 

performative nature of space and time, and how this perspective highlights both nostalgic 

interactivity with the past and how this in turn influences art as a reflection of reality. Doing so 

provides vantages for understanding the specifically queer potentiality of traditional Japanese 

time-space and offers pathways for moving forward. To begin, I detail my position on Japan and 

national trauma, and how this then connects to nostalgia.  

Japan serves as an ideal source of case studies when examining time-space through 

performance. As a nation in the wake of catastrophic events of World War II, Japan shifts from 

one positionality to another in terms of national identity, which in turn impacts individual 

identity and subsequently reflections of identity in art. This shift of time-space perspectivity from 

before the war to postwar frames many different lenses of examination. Researchers such as John 

W. Dower and Ian Buruma alone have each written several books detailing events surrounding 
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Japan before, during, and after the Pacific conflict13. World War II transforms the Japanese 

people; as John W. Dower points out in Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II, 

“the years of war, defeat, and occupation left an indelible mark on those who lived through 

them” (25). Historians do not dispute this, nor do they dispute Japan’s role in transforming other 

peoples and nations with their actions leading up to, during, and following the war; as Brett L. 

Walker states, “Japan lives uncomfortably with the historical legacies of its twentieth-century 

imperial aggression to this day” (259). What scholars take issue with are the reasons and the 

details, such as how Japan and its people were transformed, in what ways and to what extent. 

The dropping of the atomic bombs – swift and devastating in their efficacy – prove so shockingly 

horrific that despite the countless other casualties the country faces during the conflict, the scale 

and magnitude of their destructive power convinces Japanese military forces to surrender to the 

Allied Forces; Hirohito refers to the bombings in his capitulation speech as “cruel bombs to kill 

and maim extremely large numbers of the innocent” that caused “heavy casualties beyond 

measure” (Dower 36). As a result of the bombings themselves and the disseminated news of their 

occurrence, Japan’s citizenry enters what Hiro Saito refers to as national trauma.  

Trauma, according to the American Psychological Association, as “an emotional 

response to a terrible event” leads to “shock and denial,” with long-term effects such as 

“unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships and even physical symptoms like 

headaches or nausea” (“Trauma”). Trauma lingers as emotional and physical repercussions that 

remain with individuals after traumatic events occur, whereas collective trauma “incorporates 

reiterated problem solving and cultural trauma” that “give us new analytical leverage to study 

how commemorative practices build on one another and how a traumatic event plays out in 

 
13 Dower’s and Buruma’s collections were given particular focus in this research because the scope of their 
writings’s impacts within English-speaking scholarship on the Pacific War remains undeniable and unavoidable.  
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memory-identity formation of a collectivity” (Saito 354). National trauma, on the other hand, 

according to Saito, relates cultural trauma to concepts of the nation as “construction of national 

memory of a traumatic event connects with the recurrent reworking of national identity” (353). 

Because of its shared nature as a collective trauma, national trauma lingers for generations.14 

Even though scholars such as Jessica Nakamura suggest the bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki dominate narratives that otherwise should focus on addressing wartime aggressions 

(Nakamura xii), I stand with the belief that the bombings serve as a literal and metaphoric 

instance of profound collective shift for the Japanese people. For Japan, “these were the 

touchstone years for thinking about national identity and personal values,” precisely because the 

nation by surrendering would come to lose its sovereignty for six years and eight months, longer 

than the actual war (Dower 25). Identity and value reflection in this period of national trauma, as 

a direct need or perhaps by happenstance in the acts of searching, leads to cultural exploration 

and representation, a questioning of social norms in search of an altering of perspectives. While 

Japanese soldiers and the military machine caused great damage in their pursuit of colonial 

power, my research focuses on the cultural victimhood of the Japanese people by the end of and 

in the years following the war, as it relates national trauma to time-space relationality seen in the 

nostalgia of art.  

Trauma disrupts normalized senses of time and space, and therefore it makes sense that 

societies in the aftermath of war, regardless of whether on the winning or losing side15, enter a 

state that alters established relationality of time-space. Not an unknown cultural progression for 

the west, the United States most obviously underwent a cultural questioning of identity in the 

 
14 The work of Frantz Fanon and others utilize this understanding of collective trauma as a lingering effect to unpack 
the effects of colonization on the world to this day. Colonization factors heavily in Chapter 2. 
15 The definitive binary structure of winners and losers applies to war, especially in the reactionary aftermath of 
questioning such structures postwar. More on this in the Conclusion.  
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1960s at the advent of the Vietnam War and in response to the stark prescriptivism of 1950s 

American culture. Where once gender and social norms firmly defined everything from clothing 

to television to the grocery store aisles, the hippy generation – with the help of course of such 

things as psychedelic drugs – questioned longstanding hegemonic expectations within binary 

structures of definition. The United States’s circumstances emerged from the vantagepoint of the 

victor; Japan, meanwhile, experiences national trauma as a result of the atomic bombings, 

wartime defeat, and years of postwar denial of autonomous global agency. Dower points out that 

“there was no single or singular ‘Japanese’ response to the defeat apart from a widespread 

abhorrence of war,” the variety of perspectives he refers to as “kaleidoscopic” (Dower 25).  

Some historians focus attention – perhaps because of their perceived shock value of such 

a perspective – on the “Japanese embrace of their US occupiers” who had “liberated them from 

the militarized state that dominated Japan for decades” (Walker 263). This narrative coincides 

with the slow-paced timeline of remembrance in relation to national identity with events such as 

Hiroshima. As Saito points out, “Registration of “Hiroshima” in Japanese national memory did 

not occur because of the censorship by the GHQ, the transnational remembering by the 

survivors, and the emphasis on recovery by the rest of the Japanese” (Saito 373). “But as many 

have pointed out,” says Walker, “this sense of domestic liberation has also served to obviate a 

sense of popular responsibility for Japan’s wartime atrocities” (Walker 263). One need only look 

at the statues dedicated to the “comfort women” in Korea, Taiwan, and elsewhere, or the 

continuous debate surrounding state visits to Yasukuni-jinja, for ongoing examples of the 

complicated relationship Japan individually, communally, and nationally has with its wartime 

period of history (Nakamura x-xi). “More than anything else,” Dower states, “it turned out, the 

losers wished both to forget the past and to transcend it” (Dower 24). Norma Field refers to this 
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as Japan’s “national amnesia,” which some such as Nakamura and Elizabeth W. Son feel the 

nation still suffers from today (Field 45; Nakamura xii; Son 112). This period of emotional 

denial of responsibility coupled with a logistical denial of the agency to discuss the traumatic 

events of the war while under occupation demonstrates Japan’s unique relationality with the past.  

If nostalgia equals consciousness looking back from the present to the past for inspiration 

and an emotional sense of stability in memory, trauma suggests a state of avoiding the nostalgia 

of past events – or at least the less-than-favorable truths surrounding past events – lest one 

relives the events which caused the trauma in the first place. For the Japanese, “Acknowledging 

defeat was traumatic,” says Dower, “and this trauma found immediate expression in a rhetoric of 

despair” (104). The Japanese people only learn years later of the true devastation on human life 

that the two atomic bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki cause: 66,000 people killed in Hiroshima 

and 73,883 people killed in Nagasaki (Walker 258). Even before the total numbers were known, 

the violation of the explosions left an impact on other cities and citizens as word of its 

devastation traveled, culminating in Emperor Hirohito’s surrender over the radio less than a 

week after the bombing of Nagasaki, thrusting the cultural zeitgeist into a deeper state of national 

trauma, that of “shame and dishonor” (Dower 104).  

Another way of framing the idea of this sudden national trauma relates to white 

sovereignty and colonialism. Japan had been performing an escalating assimilationist whiteness 

through colonization in its modernization/westernization from the Meiji era through its 

imperialist assault, acting like patriarchal white nation-states that “insist on producing cultural 

difference in order to manage the existence and claims of Indigenous peoples,” which in Japan’s 

case was that of other East Asian nations (Moreton-Robinson xvii).  The atomic bombs usurp 

Japan’s performing whiteness and reinscribes a black/white binary as it relates to sovereignty 
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within the enforcement of white possession (61). The once-formidable Japanese enemy becomes 

miniaturized, the conquered people but shadow figures on the margins of a new global drama” 

(Dower 24). Japan’s nationalist agenda went from spreading their ideas across Asia in the name 

of a divine Emperor to needing to admit defeat in its colonialist pursuits, Hirohito declaring 

himself not divine, and Allied forces occupying the country and controlling its government, to 

name a few large changes. To reflect back truthfully on these facts would require an admission 

of shame, so nostalgia becomes a culturally important salve in the aftermath of conflict.  

 Before moving on, I want to acknowledge the privileging concept of Japan as a nation-

state for purposes of this dissertation, not without its problems. As Tessa Morris-Suzuki points 

out in her book Re-Inventing Japan: Time, Space, Nation, “Japan in its present form is a modern 

artifact, whose frontiers were drawn in the middle of the nineteenth century and have been a 

source of contention for much of the twentieth” (9). Colonialist endeavors by the Honshu 

mainland are not limited to the events surrounding World War II, with the annexation of 

Manchuria, Korea, Taiwan, and others; modern-day Japan came to be through the usurpation of 

the Ainu people’s lands on the islands of Hokkaido Prefecture and the Ryūkyū kingdom of 

present-day Okinawa Prefecture. For this reason, I point out that in referring to Japan or the 

Japanese people, I unavoidably do so from the understanding that it refers to the hegemonic, 

dominate nation-state that commands international acknowledgement in its statehood, as a means 

to refer to the dominant cultural narrative that has been indoctrinated, studied, and commodified 

globally. Simultaneously, I see how “the small nonstate societies or microstates which existed 

and evolved in the interstices… were banished from the narratives of history, consigned to the 

remote realms of prehistory or to the timeless world of anthropology” (Morris-Suzuki 10). While 

I would like to bring light to the disenfranchised peoples and cultures of the lands that comprise 
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the Japanese nation today, unfortunately that diverges from the focus of this research, and as 

such refer to Japan and the Japanese people in reference to the hegemonic narrative of the 

dominant nation-state.  

This opening chapter utilizes examples from post-World War II Japan of visual and 

performing arts, reflections of the cultural zeitgeist, as case studies around national trauma and 

the concept of queer potentiality from nostalgia as a time-space for healing. First, a historical 

examination of Japan’s pre-war relationship with time-space summarized in ma as seen in sumi-e 

paintings and traditional theatrical forms such as noh, and held in comparison to postwar 

imagery in order to explain the shift in time-space perspective that occurs with national trauma. 

Then, an examination of art generated in Occupied Japan after the war recontextualizes Japanese 

notions of time-space in art to reconstitute ways of coping with national trauma. Old forms 

generally embrace more queer theorizations, but they slowly and systematically get replaced 

with Western-originated, heteronormative notions of time-space after the war. The 

transformation of queer-positive to queer-negative representations of time-space in Japanese arts 

in this chapter will justify greater examination of a queer artist and icon, Yukio Mishima, for his 

singularly noble – albeit doomed – attempt to return Japan to its original positionality within 

queer time-space in the subsequent chapter.  

 

JAPAN’S PRE-WAR RELATIONSHIP WITH TEMPORALITY: MA AS SPACE OF QUEER POTENTIALITY 

I begin by explaining the aesthetic tradition of ma as a conceptually queer idea of time-

space present in Japanese arts, which reflects a broader embrace of queer potentiality. From 

visual and performing arts to objects in space, Japanese cultural history prior to the Second 

World War contains philosophical schools of thought that evolved aesthetic principles over time 
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for why certain elements get placed in time-space as opposed to either other elements or nothing, 

and these complex theories of balancing things and nothings (no-things) center around concepts 

of negative space. Art purposefully utilizes negative space – or rather, space perceived by the 

viewer to be empty: “Being is what is visible,” wrote Zeami in his treatise Fushikaden, “and non-

Being is the vessel” (Zeami 4). In Japanese, the term ma refers to this negative space, this space 

of non-Being, of emptiness or void. The kanji ma 間 combines two particles, the one for gate 門 

and the other for sun 日. So, pictographically the gate frames the sun. However, as indicated by 

Bernhard Karlgren in his Analytic Dictionary of Chinese and Sino-Japanese, an earlier variant of 

the word’s symbology, had a moon instead of a sun (Karlgren 131). Either way, a source of 

enveloping light and clarity, of profound power and importance, shines through the parameters 

of an entryway. Here we have two things in contrast with the each other: the natural and the 

man-made. When imagining such an instance occurring in real life, however, we also gain a 

sense of proximity and perception; to view the sun through a torii16 gate, then it must be viewed 

from a forward-facing angle, and the distances separating the viewer, the gate, and the sun 

diminish with linear perspective. That time-space – at a particular angle, manipulating visual 

perception of space between objects for aesthetic purposes – encapsulates performativity of ma.  

Ma is a time-space of Japanese arts. Ma can be seen in paintings, in flower arrangements, 

in interior design, and in staged performances. Ma surrounds an object, such that the object does 

not necessarily define itself but rather the ma around it does. A concept of space and existence 

that exists even without human definition, the human definition of it marks it conceptually as 

legible. Ma spatially exists between two things that demonstrate the separation of them. In a 

 
16 Torii gates are the ubiquitous architectural symbol of Japan, often red in color and marking the pathway leading 
up to Shinto shrines or sometimes Buddhist temples. The most famous torii gates are arguably the floating gate of 
Itsukushima Shrine on Miyajima Island and the thousand torii gates of Fushimi Inari Shrine.  
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Kant/Fichte sense, ma divides the thesis from the antithesis, which Hegel in The Phenomenology 

of Spirit refers to as negation (Hegel). Such a term carries with it the negative connotations of the 

word negative, but like ma negation differs from negative. As positive forces existing between 

two points on the binary, negation and ma as words try to define the undefinable. Even if a word 

attempts to define and confine the undefinable, that without limit or structure, it cannot truly 

contain it. Instead, such a word gives a term to something unseen, attempting to give definition 

of form to the formless. Translating this philosophy of perspective to performance, what appears 

onstage in terms of storytelling and what happens onstage in terms of actions contribute equally 

with everything not seen or done onstage to define the happenings of the event; “that which 

manifests Being is Non-Being” (Karlgren 4). Utilizing a balance of Being and non-Being, even 

just as a perspective of witnessing17, defines the art of Japan in a unique way, as does art inspired 

by Japanese performance, such as the work of Robert Wilson.  

Rather than emptiness, ma can instead be considered active non-space. An analogy for 

this exists with the current shift in scientific thought regarding the universe. Once science 

described outer space as for the most part devoid of matter except for that which exists in stars, 

planets, and other visible objects, all of which separated by vast expanses of emptiness. Now, 

however, with the discovery of dark matter, science has shifted its understanding of that “empty” 

space as being a measurable something, an active non-space (“Dark Energy, Dark Matter.”). So, 

too, has Japanese aesthetic for years asserted a definition of empty space as not nothing.  

To give more concrete perspective on ma in time-space, take the example of a table. 

Whereas one philosophical perspective might define a table as everything that a table is, such as 

 
17 I say witnessing as opposed to spectating. A spectator “merely watches voyeuristically from the dark… liberated 
from accountability for what they are seeing.” With witnesses, there is “a transference of accountability to 
acknowledge that something substantive has occurred in which all those present are now implicated” (Goldman). 
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Platonism’s Form of the Good or Truth, for centuries in Japan a table has also been 

philosophically defined as all that a table is not. In other words, a table need not only be defined 

by its form in time-space, but also by everything outside its form in time-space. In the example, 

this perspective enforces the idea of table-ness by bolstering its Truth (to use Plato) with clearly 

defined characteristics in time-space. Within a theatre space, the confined parameter of the 

audience’s gaze toward the mise-en-scène limits their perspective, but the same theory of time-

space can apply based on the perspective taken. Take noh theatre: when an actor enters and 

moves about the stage, mastery of skill and delivery alone do not define the performance, but 

also what they do not do, all in relation to time-space. Their movements in time-space are exact 

in duration and delivery. Because of the demanding prescriptiveness of the form and the 

minimalism of its visual presentation, if one finger moves in the slightest deviation, the onlooker 

notices, which impacts a performance. Japanese arts demand precision and specificity partially 

because of Zen aesthetic, which considers ma in making art: “in Zen conceptualization… 

Emptiness [ma] reveals itself, illumining a world of multiplicities” (Suzuki 153). In other words, 

the void of ma gives rise to multiple potentialities. Manipulation of time-space into something 

non-normative, i.e. queer, makes possible such potentiality.  

While the West typically ignores active non-space, traditional Japanese arts acknowledge 

and define ma through their utilization of it within time-space. William Scott Wilson in the 

introduction to his translation of Zeami’s treatises on noh states, “All unnecessary complications 

are swept away, and the primary presence before the spectator is no presence at all, but empty 

space and time” (Zeami 4). Ma exists from non-existence, being the non-elemental space that 

surrounds any element. In this way, shamanism acknowledges and attempts to utilize ma. 
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Shamans, for example, live in a time-space of ma, of limitless potentiality,18 and exist in a space 

of potential to be in complete equality with the other Beings. César E. Giraldo Herrera in 

Microbes and Other Shamanic Beings, for example, suggests that Western understanding of 

shamanism would be better understood broadly in relation to microbes, which people have come 

to understand as ever-present, invisible, alive, and impactful on our well-being (8). The merit of 

butoh or noh, and even kata in Japanese martial arts, slowing down and moving with precision 

can acknowledge potentiality within Emptiness, which allows what otherwise goes unseen to be 

seen. Slowed and precise movements in performance are typical in Japanese aesthetic, a slow 

tempo being important in the philosophy of recognizing ma.  

 

   
 

Fig. 1.1. Hasegawa, Tōhaku. Shōrin-zu byōbu. 16th century, Tokyo, Japan. "Pine Trees screen," by e-
museum, National Treasures & Important Cultural Properties of National Museums, Japan, 2010, 
www.emuseum.jp/detail/100151?d_lang=en&s_lang=en. Accessed 30 Jun 2020. 
 
Fig. 1.2. Rolls Press. War and Conflict World War Two. pic: September 1945. A scene of devastation after 
the American Atom bomb attack on Hiroshima, Japan, which was dropped on 8th August 1945. Hiroshima, 
Japan. Getty Images, 1 Sep 1945. www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/war-and-conflict-world-war-
two-pic-september-1945-a-scene-news-photo/80752210. Accessed 30 Jun 2020.  

 

The two images above visually contrast in a way to demonstrates ma and the absence of 

ma after the atomic bombings, a time-space of temporal displacement that can be said to 

demonstrate true emptiness. Figure 1 shows a six-panel ink-on-paper painting on screens titled 

 
18 More on the queer liminality of shamans follows in Chapter 3. 
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Shōrin-zu byōbu (The Pine Trees screen) by Hasegawa Tōhaku, a national treasure housed at the 

Tokyo National Museum. Sumi-e ink paintings, such as with Hasegawa’s screens, artistically 

depicts ma. In this work of art, the artist uses empty space of the screen panels as an 

acknowledged-but-untouched portion of his canvas. Less obviously, however, the empty space of 

this pre-war masterpiece serves the purpose of demonstrating unseen existence within the image 

as a whole. More exists in the picture than seen: a mist that fades distant trees and mountains in 

comparison the closer trees, or anything out of view that does not visually appear. Something 

else not seen always exists, and this encapsulates the idea of ma.  

Acknowledgement of things perceived but unseen in Japanese traditional time-space 

connects with Shinto belief, the nation’s indigenous spiritualism. In Shinto, the presence of 

something unseen necessitates the building of a shrine, acknowledging the space as not empty 

but instead containing something invisible. The Shinto religion strives to acknowledge presence 

regardless of whether it can be seen or not19 (Reader 25). Hasegawa made the conscious decision 

as to where to paint and where not to, so the unused portion of canvas “infuses the objective 

space with an additional subjective awareness of lived, existential, non-homogenous space” 

(Nitschke 3). In the photograph, however, the bomb has decimated the landscape, leaving only 

rubble and bare trees, with a stark white sky behind. A sadness permeates this image, all the 

more tangible because of the white space; the white space highlights and frames the destruction 

of the blast that created the debris and left the trees without leaves. Both images (defined both by 

its original parameters within the canvas and the reiterated parameters of the photograph) confine 

the dimensions of themselves, thus limiting their size. However, infinite potential should reside 

 
19 From Religion in Contemporary Japan: “Traditionally, anything that inspired a sense of awe (that is, which 
expressed through its nature some special quality or sense of vitality) could be seen as a kami, or as the abode of a 
kami” (Reader 25). In other words, kami can be identified through sensation, and not limited to what eyes can see. 
Hayao Miyazaki depicts the invisible world of the kami in his film Spirited Away. 
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in the empty space, deeper into the depth of the image rather than being limited to its two-

dimensional horizontal limit. A difference between limitless space and limitless potentiality, 

however, exists in energy which space possesses. In the case of the sumi-e painting, the artist has 

essentially created the energy of ma by interrupting the blank canvas with their definition of a 

subject within the image, in this case trees, a mountain, and the landscape. The potential of the 

space of ma can even be understood in that the artist may decide to put more into the image, such 

as additional mountains or birds, which would further displace the ma in the empty sections of 

canvas.  

One can hold a sparse sumi-e painting from before the war next to a landscape 

photograph taken after the bomb, and from the viewpoint of Japanese aesthetic make an 

argument that differentiates the images in the perception by the viewer by acknowledging trauma 

in the empty space. Where in one instance purposeful ma exists, carrying as much meaning in 

omission as with inclusion, the equally purposeful disruption of time-space leaves a lingering 

aesthetic of nothingness, now that ma has been destroyed only to leave true emptiness. This 

reflects the “sudden emptiness and loss of purpose” recounted after Japanese surrender at the 

conclusion of World War II (Dower 38). True emptiness replaces ma in a state of trauma, 

because the perception of ma – or perhaps rather the will to philosophically engage with the 

potentiality of time-space that ma requires – within empty time-space gets removed. 

Nevertheless, with truly empty time-space versus time-space that seems to be empty but carries 

with it a fullness of implied meaning, the only difference lies in the perception of negative space 

within the mind. In that regard, perception through consciousness establishes time-space’s 

potentiality.  
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AFTER THE WAR:  COMMODIFIED ART DEMONSTRATING/PERPETUATING TRAUMA 

The idea of true emptiness, the removal of ma, caused by the bomb provides a vivid ethos 

for the state of trauma that permeates the Japanese consciousness following the end of the 

Second World War. With the advent of Allied Occupation, this trauma perpetuates and 

manipulates for purposes of Allied – which under the oversight of General Douglas MacArthur 

and his forces might as well just be called American – intentions, “a compellingly visionary 

agenda” (Dower 24). The name of the game for MacArthur was “demilitarization and 

democratization”, although as Dower points out “no major political, administrative, or economic 

decisions were possible without the conquerors’s approval” (23). As such, the six years and eight 

months of occupation lacked democracy, forcing the Japanese people to often to perform tasks 

that further reinforced the denial of their agency and subsequently the trauma of their wartime 

defeat. An example exists in object art that demonstrates the very performance of agency-denial 

and trauma in this period: porcelain. For this section, I make the case using Japanese porcelain 

that Japan exists in a state of national trauma in the years following World War II by utilizing 

Robin Bernstein’s theory of scriptive things.  

Porcelain, a commodity that Japan has been famous for since the seventeenth century, has 

become an art object strongly associated with the nation. Japan has traded porcelain to Europe 

via the Dutch and their trading post near Nagasaki even during the Edo era, the notorious period 

of the Tokugawa regime’s cultural isolation of the nation and its people from foreign influence20. 

Porcelain objects marked with the words “Made in Occupied Japan,” however, are unique in the 

history of the Japanese tradition of porcelain. We have grown accustomed to seeing international 

trade labels that indicate the country from which merchandise originates; the ubiquitous “Made 

 
20 Japan culturally “built a wall” based on protectionism, xenophobia, and control, so the successes and failures of 
the bakufu policy foreshadow prospects for contemporary policies that might attempt to do the same.  
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in China” label has become so common we take it for granted much of the time in the United 

States that everything we own was in some way made in China. Prior to China opening its 

borders and allowing for the relocation of American manufacturing for purposes of reducing 

overhead costs, however, many goods were made all over the world for export on a truly global 

scale. Objects labeled “Made in Occupied Japan” represent an earlier time when international 

trade was more diversified, but they also represent a very particular period of time with a very 

unique and complicated history for the Japanese nation. After their defeat in World War II, 

American-led Allied Forces occupied Japan from the time of the Emperor Hirohito’s 

unconditional surrender on 2 September 1945 (otherwise known as V-J Day) until the occupation 

officially ended on 28 April 1952. One can easily argue that the occupation never truly ended 

when considering the continuous presence of multiple U.S. military bases across Japan, but for 

purposes of this chapter I focus on the official dates of Allied occupation and how this period 

affected the way exports were marked for international trade during that time.  

 Following their defeat, Japan was “in tatters” in the wake of war (Walker 261). In his 

article “Lessons from the Japanese Miracle: Building the Foundations for a New Growth 

Paradigm”, Tetsuji Okazaki wrote, “in terms of per capita GDP, the war sent the modern 

Japanese economy back to square one, erasing virtually all the gains it had made since the end of 

the nineteenth century” (Okazaki). In the aftermath of the war, there was a “postwar scourge of 

material shortages coupled with spiraling inflation” that lasted for the majority of the years of 

occupation (Dower 112). Much of the country’s agricultural sector was deficient due to wartime 

labor and materials having been diverted to war manufacturing, which left the country even more 

susceptible to a lack of food to sustain its people (Okazaki). Having learned a lesson from the 

disastrous results of requiring financial reparations from Germany after the first world war, 
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which devastated the German economy and ultimately allowed for the rise of a political 

extremism that eventually led to a second world war, Allied Forces were determined to assist in 

the economic rebuilding of the defeated Axis countries. As such, General MacArthur and the 

occupying forces allowed and encouraged the Japanese people to produce and globally market 

commodities to the rest of the world, particularly to the United States. In fact, by 1955, “the US 

had spent some $2 billion in Japanese goods,” which helped significantly with postwar recovery 

for “most levels of Japanese society (Walker 272-3). “The devastated Japanese economy rose 

quickly from the ashes of World War II,” writes Okazaki. “By 1956, real per capita GDP had 

overtaken the prewar 1940 level” (Okazaki). Similar to steps that were being taken in Europe to 

rebuild the economies of Italy and German, this tactic was seen as crucial to allowing Japan to 

recover after the war. In Japan, particular attention was given to manufactured exports such as 

porcelain (Walker 261).  

Japanese porcelain came to prominence on the export market in the seventeenth century 

during the civil war period between the Ming to Qing dynasties when access to Chinese 

porcelain, the hitherto predominant porcelain, significantly declined (Nogami 187). Since then, 

the transglobal porcelain market has had an affinity for Japanese porcelain, and Japanese artisans 

even during the World War II continued as best they could to keep their craft alive21. Porcelain 

pieces, from cups and bowls to household figurines like the one in Figure 3 below, were 

produced (Soble). Production of these items for export continued in the postwar period. If we 

consider that, at the time, international production of such items had been a standard occurrence 

since the seventeenth century, it may not have been remarkable to Americans that an item such 

 
21 Sakaida Kakiemon XIV’s book, The Art of Emptiness, translated by Gavin Frew, recounts some of the efforts 
made by porcelain artisans to maintain their kilns despite ramifications the war had on their labor force and supplies.  
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as this would have been made in Japan, so there must be a significance to labeling these products 

as “Made in Occupied Japan” as they were while occupying forces oversaw the nation.  

 Porcelain pieces exported from Japan at this time – figurines of 18th century aristocrats, 

teacups with matching saucers, bud vases – presented several kinds of messages to the world. 

These objects were not merely made in the country of Japan; they were made in a defeated 

country that was currently occupied and controlled by outside powers. These seemingly simple 

trade labels mark the nation with an understanding of complicated political, economic, and 

nationalistic circumstances. As Robin Bernstein proposed in her book Racial Innocence: 

Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights, one can “analyze items of material 

culture in order to discover otherwise inaccessible evidence of past behaviors” by using “archival 

knowledge and historical context to determine the documented, probable, and possible uses of a 

category of object”  (Bernstein 260).  

From unassuming objects such as the figurine in Figure 3, multiple layers of subtle yet 

comprehensible meaning can be interpreted from the object’s characteristics and history. 

“Objects of interest… form a bridge between worlds known and unknown, past and present,” 

write Anna Grasskamp and Monica Juneja in their introduction to EurAsian Matters: China, 

Europe, and the Transcultural Object, 1600-1800: “The mediating function of the object and its 

materiality, therefore, lies at the heart of the prolific critical engagement across disciplines that 

strives to make often forgotten, lost, or silenced worlds of human interaction discursively 

legible” (4-5). By using Bernstein’s methodology, as well as theoretical concepts of abjection 

and feminizing the nation by Karen Shimakawa and Diana Taylor, respectfully, a bridge forms 

between the powerful-but-silent messages that these objects had at the time of their production, 



 

 49 

and the trans-global effects their distribution has had on how the nation of Japan and its people 

are made legible to the rest of the world.  

In Racial Innocence, Bernstein introduces the concept of scriptive things as objects 

that carry with them “a set of invitations that necessarily remain open to resistance, 

interpretation, and improvisation” (249, 326). In other words: like a theatrical script, a 

scriptive thing has within it – simple by existing as a physical thing – parameters through 

which it not only exists but also reads as understandable. The object not only has visual traits 

that convey certain meanings, conscious decisions that were made by the person who 

designed it, but also a historical context in which the object was conceived and created (340). 

For Grasskamp and Juneja, “things can be both material and meaningful, and that matter and 

meaning are mutually constitutive and constraining” (4). However, Bernstein says, “a thing 

can invite behaviors that its maker did and did not envision” (340). An object’s script, 

therefore, like the script of a play, by the very nature of its existence, unchanging, invites the 

observer (like the reader of a script, or an audience who sees a script enacted) to interpret it, 

and their interpretation exists independently of the object or the artists’s intentions. A stage 

script exists to be read, studied, interpreted, conceptualized, imagined, reimagined, and 

manipulated; it invites the observer to do these things through the structure in which it exists. 

So, too, scriptive things are objects that invite the user to read, study, interpret, conceptualize, 

imagine, reimagine, and manipulate it; to do something (340). 

 In the case of porcelain as a scriptive thing, objects made of porcelain invite a 

particular set of physical responses. Picking up a porcelain teacup, for example, immediately 

strikes the holder with its “whiteness, hardness, and complete vitrification,” and despite 

being light it also has rigidity (Burton 6). That combination of being lightweight and 
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unmalleable invites the person interacting with it to realize its fragility, that it could break if 

handled improperly. So, once lifted the person holding it, if paying attention to the script of 

the object, would move carefully with it, so as not to bump it against something too hard and 

risk breaking it. A teacup, however, also indicates its practical use as a cup. The holder might 

choose to fill it with a liquid and drink that libation from it, since the object’s form suggests 

such a practicality. A different person might notice the cup and see its usefulness in a 

different way. Perhaps they would see the container portion of the piece and decide to place 

paperclips in it instead of tea or coffee. This would not be entirely incorrect for the teacup, 

since its use as a vessel remains open to “interpretation,” as scriptive things allow for such 

“improvisation” in order to affectively be put to use. However, as a scriptive thing the teacup 

also offers restrictions as to how it can be interpreted and utilized, showing its “resistance” 

(Bernstein 326). For example, if someone wanted to store pencils in its bowl, just because the 

vessel can hold things doesn’t equate to it being capable of sufficiently holding tall items 

such as pencils. So, it would not be useful for such a task while remaining useful for other 

more appropriate tasks. All this can be understood from an object by observing how an object 

as a scriptive thing communicates meaning through its traits, according to Bernstein.  

Scriptive things can also elicit emotional responses from their design. Art historians 

or architects might readily understand this concept in relation to their fields of study, because 

in their fields moods differ between people when they encounter something in a gothic style 

versus something else Rococo. Objects can invite a specific emotional reaction based on their 

colors and the balance thereof, curves, angles, edges, and any number of traits that people 

have emotional reactions to. People can also have emotional reactions to the collective unity 

of characteristics and the image that they form for the observer. Take for example topsy-
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turvy dolls mentioned in Racial Innocence: the act of sewing together peach and brown 

colors of fabric to make representations of white and black faces with such dolls does not 

create a problem, but rather problems arise when the dolls elicit emotional feelings from 

implied representations of actual people, the complicated history of races, and how the 

observer feels about these recollections. In how they engage emotions and memories, topsy-

turvy dolls perform nostalgia. So too, a porcelain teacup marked as having been made in 

Japan observed by someone just after WWII invites an entirely different reaction – perhaps a 

emotionally negative one – from the exact same teacup without such a mark or with a mark 

that reads “Made in Occupied Japan.” The ink used to write the words does not necessarily 

facilitate nostalgia, nor even the words themselves; collective meaning of words together or a 

lack of words that mean different things for an observer, depending on the historical context, 

culminate to nostalgic meaning. The different visceral perceptions from essentially the same 

object only with different indicating markers of national origin are an important distinction 

that demonstrates the performativity of nostalgia.  

Understanding objects as scriptive things that can communicate to an observer an 

implied interaction to have with the object, the historical context of its existence, and the 

theoretical lens of nostalgia through which “Made in Occupied Japan” porcelain pieces can 

be analyzed conveys individualized emotional messages. Doing so extrapolates the global 

message that these objects communicate(d), particularly to American and Japanese people. 

As such, detailed analysis of these objects also highlight the space in which Americans 

respond to Japanese-ness as a site of abjection of the Japanese, post-WWII, via the object. 

The abject, “simply a frontier,” does not describe an object (Shimakawa 3). I suggest that the 

act of object perception “attempt to circumscribe and radically differentiate something that, 
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although deemed repulsively other is, paradoxically, at some fundamental level, an 

undifferentiable part of the whole” (2). In other words, even though these porcelain objects 

were made in Japan and are Japanese products, inclusion of the word “Occupied” performs a 

relationality via nostalgia that allows Americans to accept them different from how they 

would otherwise. The same can be said of the Japanese, when they interact with such objects. 

The object may be stable, but the abject “does not achieve a (stable) status of object.” The 

word “object” serves to “describe the position of (racially or sexually) disenfranchised 

groups in analyses of the politics of representations” (3); i.e. the porcelain. Abject, on the 

other hand, associates with the Japanese people, perceived as either placated or annihilated, 

depending on the response to the scriptive object. This abjection therefore indicates a form of 

national trauma, and perpetuated traumatizing, that warrants greater examination.  

The abjection of the Japanese people as seen from representations by the object also 

ties into the feminization of the Japanese nation by the occupation itself. Diana Taylor 

describes in Disappearing Acts: Spectacles of Gender and Nationalism in Argentina’s Dirty 

War the fact that, with the example of Argentina, the “military defined its version of 

maleness in opposition to all other versions as non- or dubious maleness, that is, as 

feminization” (Taylor 1041). In the case of Japan, the military regime lost its war and now 

the nation was policed by Allied Forces occupying the country, a force in control of 

(dominating) the Japanese people and therefore claiming a masculine position. As such, 

using Taylor’s framework, the Occupation was forcing all of Japan – men in particular, 

seeing as they were the “other versions of non- or dubious maleness” – to assume a state of 

feminization. This topic receives further exploration in the following chapter on Yukio 

Mishima, but for purposes of this chapter it seems important at least to mention how the 
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object relates to the abject, and how that relates to the feminization of the Japanese nation on 

a global scale as a national trauma.  

    

Fig. 1.3. Reimer, Jon. A porcelain figurine of 18th-century aristocrats. 30 Jun 2020.  
 
Fig. 1.4. Reimer, Jon. The figure’s “Made in Occupied Japan” stamp. 30 Jun 2020.  
 
 
To get a better sense of how Japan demonstrates national trauma through abjection 

via nostalgic objects, let us examine in greater detail one of the porcelain figurines exported 

by Japan during Occupation, the object pictured in Figure 3, marked with “Made in Occupied 

Japan,” to extrapolate from within and beyond it the many layers of meaning that it 

communicates. In doing so, I argue these objects are exceptionally problematic when 

considering the international repercussions that such knickknacks encapsulate when 

circulating as coveted cultural curiosities. Once examined, these items should apparently be 

held at the same level of scrutiny as the topsy-turvy dolls that Bernstein elaborated on as her 

example of a problematic scriptive thing, and make clear how such objects represent in their 

scriptiveness the trauma that lingered for the Japanese people in the years following the war. 

 The figurine shown in Figure 3 presents an image of two people, a man and a woman, 

who we can presume to be related in some way, either as a couple, as siblings, or any number of 
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heteronormative combinations. The man stands to the right of the woman, who sits, showing a 

certain degree of patriarchal power over the woman that he stands above. They both appear to be 

representative of people from 18th century aristocracy, based on several elements of their 

appearance. For example, their faces look to be youthful (no wrinkles, pale skin, red lips, pink 

cheeks) but they both have brown hair as opposed to white wigs. Their hairstyles, however, 

suggest the 18th century when, in Western countries such as France and the fledgling United 

States, such hairstyles were in fashion, even if wigs. Their clothing also indicates their time 

period. The woman wears a voluminous amount of skirts, each slightly different; her outermost 

skirt colored baby pink, the one below that a light green with yellow flowers with green leaves 

patterning it and lined with a white and green ruffles, and it can be assumed from the volume of 

her shirts that she wears a petticoat below the visible skirts. The woman also wears a blouse of 

white on her arms and torso, lined with gold, low cut in the front to reveal a large area of her 

chest. Her male counterpart dresses somewhat complimentary to what she wears: a white blouse 

with a ruffled collar and gold trimming, light blue britches, white stockings, a light green jacket, 

and mauve ribbon tying his hair in a ponytail at the back. Their hair rises above their heads in 

beehive-like styles, and they both wear coordinating shoes. Each holds a musical instrument: the 

man a flute and the woman what appears to be a lute. With all of these visual elements, one can 

conclude that the pair depicted in this 20th-century object from Japan indicate Western fashion of 

the upper class from the 1800s.   

 Looking at this figure through a lens of an American consumer during Japan’s period of 

occupation, the figures of the piece would most likely be thought of as representing two people 

from the 1800s in the United States. In that case, these two would very likely have lived within 

the world of the American Revolution, during which people living in the United States would 
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have been embroiled in a fight with Great Britain over independence. The man could indeed be 

one of the United States’s Founding Fathers. His dress and visage in particular harken to so 

many images of George Washington or Thomas Jefferson that Americans grow up being shown 

and taught about. For an American audience this figurine has undertones of U.S. revolutionary 

history, and as such U.S. citizenry would be expected to view such an image with a sense of 

patriotism, especially immediately following a period of war. In this way, this porcelain piece 

can be seen as a scriptive thing, because it can be interpretted as patriotic, to have a “script” that 

bring us to that conclusion (Bernstein 249). In other words, the abovementioned characteristics –

the historical information and patriotism interpretable from the subjects it presents – all 

contribute to the figurine being representative of its intended audience, those designed to view it: 

Americans.  

 One must take note of the fragility of the porcelain figurine. Bernstein’s examination of 

toys, specifically with the evolution of materials used to make them, explains how inherent 

scriptive behavior of materials used in toy construction communicate as to their functionality, for 

example durable black rubber encouraging roughly play versus the delicacy required of dolls 

made of porcelain (Bernstein 69-71). Because of the delicate nature of an item such as Figure 3’s 

object being made of porcelain, its material communicates the need to be given a location 

somewhere in the home where it could be safe from careless interactions, such as wagging dog 

tails or clumsy babies, that could risk it being damaged; in other words, perhaps on a side table 

atop a doily or high up on a shelf. The delicacy also suggests the object should be placed as to 

allow it ample room in its stationary position to be sufficiently observable. This object conveys 

an even greater script, however, specifically through the stamp on the bottom. Postwar United 

States psychologically revels in its victory, and after having experienced years of rationing and 
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economic sacrifice at home, not to mention the countless people who were gone from their 

homes in order to serve in the military, people are ready to have homes, nurturing environments 

unique and comfortable that fit the idealized picture of their nostalgic fantasy. Many American 

homes look to regain not just a sense of normalcy, but success. Knickknacks like the one 

pictured in Figure 3 were luxury items that added no real value to people’s lives but instead 

provided their homes with feelings of comfort (making a space appear lived in and anchored to), 

pride (from having worked hard to have won the war and subsequently have the money to afford 

such things), and accomplishment (being in the financial position to own a home and put such 

items into it). Therefore, the scriptive performance of the piece communicates a certain amount 

of class distinction that accompany the spatial demands required to accommodate its fragility. 

As discussed by Shimakawa in National Abjection: The Asian American Body Onstage, 

delicacy associates with the feminine, particularly Asian femininity, by Americans. For example, 

when she discusses the subject of Madame Butterfly in relation to Miss Saigon, Shimakawa 

recounts the persistence of the image of Japanese women as emotionally fragile, a stereotype that 

has persisted in the west from the time of (and in many ways thanks to) Puccini: “… the play’s 

logic is to racialize gender difference, gender racial/national difference, and, in demarcating 

those differences, to abject the ‘‘Asian = feminine = female = not-American’’ equation in order 

to consolidate the ‘‘white = male = masculine = American’’ constellation” (Shimakawa 27). 

With the perception of the Japanese as delicate already prevalent within the American mindset 

prior to the war, not to mention American wartime propaganda that their defeat in the war only 

added to the American idea of the Japanese as weak. Delicate porcelain exports, such as the one 

above, also subconsciously perpetuated the idea of Japan being a nation of fragility.  

 When the American-led Allied Occupation Force was in control of the Japanese nation, 
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the country of origin label on the underside that reads “Made in Occupied Japan.” Let us first 

consider instances when such a label does not contain the word “Occupied.” In those instances, 

the mark would read “Made in Japan.” Since a country of origin label indicates the country in 

which a product was manufactured and then exported from, the “Made in Japan” mark would 

communicate to the observer all those things with regards to Japan. When the label includes the 

word “Occupied,” however, its implications differ. Occupation with regards to a nation indicates 

that the nation in question in some way has lost its sovereignty, meaning governmental decisions 

for that nation no longer rest in the hands of members of its citizenry. In other words, “Made in 

Occupied Japan” communicates to an observer that the object in question was made in Japan but 

not of its own sovereign will. Instead, the making and distributing of this good coincides with a 

decision made by an occupying, foreign governing body that has taken control of the indicated 

nation. This country of origin label uniquely tells the observer all that information without them 

even having to explore it very deeply.  

 Imagine further the production of this object from the perspective of the Japanese factory 

that was manufacturing these porcelain pieces. The factory where these items were being made 

would have been a company in which all the workers were Japanese. As they produce these 

figurines – most likely the same figurines they were producing prior to the war –only the 

international trade label changes in their manufacturing of the product. Before the war, the label 

would have been a mark of pride, showing the productivity and efficiency of the Japanese artists 

and laborers making their pieces. After Occupation, however, the mark on the bottom of these 

pieces changes to reflect the times. No longer does the mark reflect Japan as a sovereign nation; 

instead, now the trade label shows the status of Japan as a country that has been defeated and 

now occupied and controlled by outside forces. On top of that, because these occupiers push for 
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the production of these items, the objects of production no longer represent the artisan; they are 

instead now an extension of the controlling occupier. Each time they create a piece and mark its 

bottom with the words “Made in Occupied Japan,” even if they cannot read or understand the 

words, they are reminded of their current subjugation. The workers would have to endure 

perpetually being reminded of their present predicament for seven years until Occupation 

officially ended and the trade label could be returned to being just “Made in Japan.” The 

psychological damage was already done, however. 

 With this information included in the country of origin label on the underside of these 

objects, imagine once again the given circumstances of this time in history and the nostalgic 

responses these labels elicit. Japan loses the war in the Pacific only to become an occupied state. 

Because of this, its economy has essentially collapsed. America, in trying to assist Japan in 

rebuilding its economy and jumpstart international trade again, has “encouraged” the production 

of porcelain objects such as the figurine in Figure 3 to be sold primarily in America. However, 

the war and its endless propaganda images have taught a generation of Americans to despise and 

distrust Japan and its people. How then could Japan be expected to export goods, which by 

international trading standards would have to include a country of origin label, and have them 

successfully sold abroad in order to turn a profit? The answer: overtly remove the notion of 

Japanese sovereignty from the equation for the American people and promote image of Japan as 

being controlled by America.  

Japan, with the inclusion of the word “Occupied” into the international trade label, 

became a reminder to American of their victory over Japan in the Pacific and in essence the 

expansion of U.S. territorial dominance on the world stage. Hypothetical alternative labels such 

as “Made in Victorious America” or “Made in Defeated Japan” may have had the same 
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emotional reaction for many Americans as the actual country of origin label did during the Allied 

Occupation Forces time controlling Japan. What the “Made in Occupied Japan” label was 

capable of doing, therefore, was to convince Americans to once again buy Japanese goods, the 

same porcelain exports consumers had been buying from Japan for hundreds of years. At this 

time, though, by convincing Americans that the Japanese nation – the lethal fighting force that 

has been defeated by the Allied Forces – was now docile and under American control, they could 

convince American consumers to buy these products. The marketing of porcelain also provided 

an opportunity for Americans to recall and associate their former beliefs about Japanese frailty to 

resurface and take precedence over the wartime stereotypes that painted the Japanese as an 

unrelenting dynamo of violence. As a result, Japan and its people were en-mass feminized for 

purposes of profit and abjection. With the Japanese people marked through this commodification 

as forgettable and/or negligible in the scenario of American-led Allied Occupation, Japanese 

abjection can be seen through this detailed analysis of the international markets and the goods 

that Japan exported. Objects such as these scriptive things tell the consumers, who were 

primarily American, how to view Japan, and tell Japan how to view itself. The repetitive 

stamping of “Occupied” over and over reminds the Japanese worker they have lost their 

autonomy in the here/now, a stark contrast to the nostalgic there/then. Therefore, the stamps 

show that even if we are incapable of proving more precisely that Japan was experiencing 

national trauma, these scriptive things communicate a national trauma through nostalgia.  

 

ART MAKING IN A TRAUMATIZED NATION 

In the previous section I endeavored to demonstrate through scriptive thing theory that 

Japan exists in a state of national trauma after World War II using porcelain, microcosmically 
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demonstrating in art the macrocosmic repercussions of repeated messaging and nostalgic 

reminding. Now, with this new portion, I expand on how other arts – specifically film, theatre, 

and visual art – later perform as media of imitation, of mimesis. Where the scriptive thing as 

seen in the porcelain object performs the occupation within and of the artwork, now artwork 

reflects a mimicry in processing the trauma. This next portion seeks to examine art as a response-

to trauma, versus the previous section’s processing-of trauma. I examine three examples of art 

that emerge in the 1950s to offer a preview into how artists with freedom to explore and process 

their trauma – unlike the artisans who generated porcelain during the “Occupied” years – do so 

in a way that reflects the mimetic processing of it in a national post-traumatic period: Kenji 

Mizuguchi’s The Life of O-Haru, butoh dance theatre, and the paintings of Yayoi Kusama. 

The 1950s were a decade of tremendous change for Japan. Allied Occupation ended in 

1952 with MacArthur’s occupational forces returning autonomous power – at least on the 

surface22  – to the Japanese people. Despite economic growth from where the economy was at 

the end of the war, the Japanese government with its self-governance returned, “began the work 

of rebuilding its economic, social, and political infrastructure” (Walker 259-60). Indeed, for the 

years that the Supreme Commander of Allied Powers (SCAP), General MacArthur, along with 

his staff were in change of all the decision-making with every action and message that came 

from the central government; the messages coincided with MacArthur’s occupation policies, as 

he listed in his memoirs: “First destroy the military power. Punch war criminals. Build the 

structure of presentative government. Modernize the constitution. Hold free elections. 

Enfranchise women. Release political prisoners. Liberate farmers. Establish free and responsible 

 
22 Such a stance may logistically be true, but many scholars argue that the nearly seven years of interwoven 
economic regrowth that depended on American investment in turn made Japan economically codependent with the 
U.S. to this day. As Walker write: “Whether Japan still lives in a condition of ‘unconditional surrender’ is a matter 
of political perspective” (Walker 259). 
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press. Liberalize education. Decentralize the political power. Separate church and state…” 

(Walker 262). Despite MacArthur being self-proclaimed “politically conservative,” the SCAP 

kept true to his word with these policies regarding his decision-making. Military power of the 

country was dismantled, with significantly more resources and laborers divested to agriculture 

(Hayashi and Prescott 580) and eventually the manufacturing sector, which led to the “global 

powerhouses” such as Toyota Motor Corporation and Sony (Walker 261). The reallocation of 

resources, according to Fumio Hayashi and Edward C. Prescott in “The Depressing Effect of 

Agricultural Institutions on the Prewar Japanese Economy,” especially labor, was the main 

reason for the precipitously lower productivity in the agricultural sector, with resources and 

national attention placed to the non-agricultural sector, which enjoyed higher productivity and 

per capita income overall (Hayashi and Prescott 610). In fact, the reassignment of labor forces 

was possible from the wartime Labor Mobilization Plan, which in wartime mobilized workers for 

the war industry; it was structurally in place to tap into for postwar jostling of labor assignments 

as deemed necessary by the government23 (Okazaki). Other industries, such as the Japanese film 

industry, were allowed to exist, and in fact these were the years of Akira Kurasawa’s emergence 

as a filmmaker. However, all films made during Occupation carry the political objectives of the 

Occupation. Films including Kurasawa’s No Regrets for Our Youth (1946) and Carmen Comes 

Home (1951) highlight strong female characters loyal to their nation while denouncing the evils 

of war. Once Allied Forces hand control of the nation back to the Japanese people, perspectives 

that were silenced during Occupation due to censorship begin to be expressed.  

 
23 Okazaki also explains why corporations like Toyota, that were big before the war, remained big throughout 
wartime and the postwar economic recover. This also shows the consistent dedication by the Japanese government 
to the manufacturing sector, which increased in the years following Occupation, whereas during Occupation 
agriculture reached its greatest economic output levels.  
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One example of the perspective shift happening at the same time as the official handover 

comes from the release of Kenji Mizuguchi’s The Life of O-Haru (Saikaku Ichidai Onna). This 

film was released in theatres on 17 April 1952 (IMDB), one week before the transfer of power 

from Allied Forces to the Japanese government on 28 April 1952 (Walker 259). “In The Life of 

O-Haru,” Joan Mellen writes, “[Mizoguchi] attacks the brutalization of women in feudal Japan, 

even as he disavows the political, religious, and social institutions of feudalism” (Mellen 90). 

The movie subverts the female representation of empowered that permeated Occupation 

narratives (95), instead showing the decline of the main character O-Haru’s societal standing 

until, at her lowest, she turns to Buddhist detachment (not to be confused with the organized 

religion, which also shuns her in the film) to find peace with the difficulties that life had given 

her (96-7). A period piece set in feudal times, The Life of O-Haru’s metaphoric parallels with its 

contemporary audience took a less kind perspective with struggling through the horrors that life 

can throw at you. Instead of an internal strength in the face of external conflict, the main 

character’s external challenges match internal struggles, and only with an escape from earthly 

attachments can she be free of her pain. This unique film seems to both coincide with the 

parameters set forth with Allied objectives while subtly subverting them through the metaphoric 

narrative. The subversion comes with O-Haru’s seemingly never-ending suffering throughout the 

film; on the film, Roger Ebert said, “Here is the saddest film I have ever seen about the life of a 

woman” (Ebert). With The Life of O-Haru, Mizoguchi manipulates the viewers’s expectation of 

catharsis by playing with film’s representation of bodies within time-space. As Mellen points out 

in her chapter of Japanese Cinema: Texts and Contexts, “For Mizoguchi, the long take… best 

creates emotional response and most fully disturbs the spectator; thus, the nun here remains 

within the shot long after the viewer wishes her gone” (Mellen 99). In so many films made 
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during the Occupation imply, talk about, and refrain from depictions of suffering – especially as 

a result of war; The Life of O-Haru, conversely, makes the entire film about witnessing her 

suffering. O-Haru, meanwhile, displays trauma. Japan was existing in a state of national trauma, 

but the end of Allied Occupation finally enables the  expression of this fact. Japan had entered 

the age of art reflecting its national trauma.  

Allied Occupation also had an impact on theatre, and that shifted in 1952 as well. When 

MacArthur took power in Tokyo, it was With the bombings of major cities like Tokyo, theaters 

were unable to offer shows as they normally would, and even the more established houses with 

the resources and dedication to continue producing shows, such as kabuki, were strictly 

prescribed by MacArthur’s policies to offer plays that had democratic, liberal leanings as 

opposed to anything that depicted feudalistic loyalty or revenge tropes (Brandon 156). However, 

through efforts of those within MacArthur’s administration, such as Faubion Bowers, arts such 

as kabuki were allowed to return for public consumption (Takemae 390-1). However, given the 

state of things, some artists were forced to choose between spending time “the raw exigencies of 

quotidian survival and rebuilding devastated lives” over being generative of art, although 

sometimes these went hand-in-hand (Gillespie 298). In fact, art allows us a glimpse into the 

struggle of the people of Japan following the military defeat, with artwork that demonstrates the 

national trauma being endured. One need only look to a film considered by many to be one of the 

greatest anime films of all time, Grave of the Fireflies (Hotaru no Haka), to see a depiction of 

these hardships. This being a more modern example, however, I am interested in examining 

sequentially the next step in the evolution of trauma over time. This chapter began by explaining 

a perspective prior to the trauma (pre-trauma), then examined art in the moment/immediate 

aftermath of the trauma (trauma); now, I introduce that art mimetically attempts to process 
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trauma (post-trauma). By the mid-to-late 1950s, art in Japan has became less an attempt to 

survive the national trauma, and instead a reflection of the state of trauma as expressed by the 

artist imitatively in their art. The artist attempts to deal with the trauma in the creation of art, 

through the actions of creation, through the time-space of creation as potentiality for change and 

progression. The witness, in being confronted with the visual (re)presentation of trauma, 

attempts – perhaps subconsciously – to deal with the trauma, to understand it, to pathologize it.  

Butoh, the Japanese dance theatre form created in 1959, fourteen years after the end of 

World War II and only seven years after the end of Allied Occupation when Japan was culturally 

in a national post-traumatic state, harkens to the past while simultaneously existing in the 

present. Butoh attempts to slow down the linear path of performance in order to witness memory 

as acknowledgement of the performance of traumatic memory. In Hijikata Tatsumi and Butoh: 

Dancing in a Pool of Grey Grits, Bruce Baird stands firm in the perspective that “while the 

butoh-bomb thesis has the virtue of being catchy, it unfortunately also has the potential to 

overwhelm all other these, giving it a totalizing strength that should be approached with caution” 

(Baird 200). Baird correctly makes the case for the often misguided and overly generalized 

assumption, particularly in the west, that presumes the correlation between the atomic bombings 

and the creation of butoh in the decade that follows. However, while overly simplistic to 

conclude the atomic bomb causes the development of butoh, or the artist’s inspiration that lead to 

the creation of butoh’s visual aesthetic, having established the condition for national trauma thus 

far the performer responds in real time to the national trauma, “not assimilated or experienced 

fully at the time, but only belatedly” (Caruth 4). As an artistic reaction to the trauma of the 

atomic bomb, butoh exists in an altered state of the present: the performers perform “nearly 

naked, bodies painted white, moving with contorted gestures, and evincing grotesque, erotic 
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imagery” (Gillespie 299). In other words, it can exist as a “post-atomic spectacle” without 

robbing it of “its ethical, political, and philosophical force,” as Baird suggests (Baird 200). 

Butoh, slow and ritualistic, a tempo from an ancient time like that of noh, its imagery 

grotesquely occurs in present time. In other words, butoh reads as contemporary imagery, but its 

tempo harkens to the past. This fractured state of existence is trauma in performance.  

When Baird points out that the “attitude of most artists that butoh has nothing to do with 

the A-bomb can be seen as a manifestation of the fact that butoh artists do not seek to evade 

responsibility for the problems and pain they see in Japan by assigning the responsibility to the 

deranged choices of a few Japanese of American leaders” (Baird 201), this reduces its being 

based on a binary structure, of it being either one way or the other. “Atomic bombs are 

characterized by being out of the ordinary,” Baird claims; “Hijikata dealt with the kinds of 

suffering that were all too ordinary” (Baird 200). Yes, but the difference here, time, specifically 

relates to the duration of death/suffering; this standpoint privileges the reason/excuse, but this 

neglects time-space. Butoh acts as an embodiment of simultaneous mourning and an attempt to 

reestablish national ma. Butoh uses queer time-space as a way of confronting, engaging with, 

and ultimately attempting to manipulate/usurp trauma. Effective or not, doing so remains in the 

perspective of the viewers.  

Out of an era coping with national post-trauma, visual art also emerges to encapsulate – 

somewhat literally – the concept of potentiality within queer time-space via proximal nostalgia 

as a means of healing. A “world acclaimed avant-garde artist” to emerge from postwar Japan, 

Yayoi Kusama has remained relevant since the 1950s (National Art Center 5). Known as the 

“polka dot queen,” Kusama gained notoriety for her use of polka dots that “magically flow from 

the tip of her paintbrush, filling up the world” (The Polka Dot Princess 0:01:15-0:01:20). 
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However, she has become famous in the art world for engaging various forms and themes in 

space and on the visual field of a canvas: “infinite repetition, all-over painting, obsession and 

self-obliteration, Driving Image, Infinity Nets, polka dots, eye and profile accumulations, lyrical 

fantasy, character-like figures, Suicide Addiction, vivid Pop colors, cosmic vision, monochrome 

and polychrome, and Love Forever” (Minami 262). Her artistic use of polka dots, though, 

brought her the greatest fame, utilizating them as an artistic calling card; one need only look at 

her 2012 collaboration with Louis Vuitton to see how synonymous with the visual form she has 

become (Brilliant Ideas). Polka dots as a form encapsulate certain characteristics that both suited 

Kusama’s interests as an artist but also carry specific traits relevant to the purposes of this 

examination. Though one to vary the size and amounts of the dots she creates in her work, 

Kusama nonetheless employs the repetition of the dots with her art.  

 Perhaps one of the most fascinating and useful bits of information to come out of a visit 

to her Tokyo exhibition in 2017, YAYOI KUSAMA: My Eternal Soul, several paintings featured 

what can be considered the early stages of Kusama creating polka dots in her art. In the series of 

paintings done from 1958-1961, including No. AB, No. B White and Pacific Ocean (National Art 

Center 148-159), one can observe that – unlike her actions in later, more contemporary pieces in 

which she paints the polka dots with deliberate dotting motions – Kusama in these early works 

paints the negative space around the dots, resulting in dots less round and more jaggedly edged 

in shape, forming a dot-like pattern by painting the negative space. These works, produced after 

she moved to New York in 1958, were called her “monochrome ‘Infinity Net’ paintings,” and 

are said to “have no margin or center and give the impression of extending without limit” 

(Minami 263). Even though the dotting effect commands the main focus of the work, so much so 

that audiences would come to associate her with the pattern, it was not actually the dots that 
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Kusama was painting in these early pieces; instead, in these early paintings she paints the space 

outside of the dots, thus in the action of circling around spaces to leave them unpainted creates 

the repeated speckled pattern of dots on the canvas. In fact, these earlier paintings, all oil paint on 

canvas from her earliest years outside of Japan in New York City, most recently on display in the 

retrospective portion of the Tokyo exhibit, could in fact up close be seen to have thicker layers of 

paint in the spaces surrounding the dots, the dots themselves a layer beneath. Not painting the 

dots and instead painting the non-dot space from which the dots manifest from, areas left 

unpainted create something in the nothing, exercising not only an acknowledgement of but in 

fact a mastery of ma. Again, here an artist from the period of immediate post-trauma engages 

with ma as queer time-space of potentiality.  

Early Kusama paintings provide visualized demonstrations of ma as queer time-space of 

infinite potentiality. Kusama’s artwork, particularly those with polka dots, demonstrate her 

melancholic neuroses in the use of what Kusama calls infinite repetition. Kusama openly 

discusses her mental health, having been “plagued with visual and auditory hallucinations as a 

child in Matsumoto, Nagano prefecture24” which would inspire her work (National Art Center 5); 

Tatehata refers to the work of Kusama as “hallucinatory visions… because the thing that drives 

Kusama to manifest this fertile world… is her singular psychic obsession” (Tatehata 268). The 

obsession Tatehata refers to connects to the repetitive nature of her art creation, and in its 

viewing. Minami gives this context: “These paintings have no margin or center and give the 

impression of extending without limit” (Minami 263). Tatehata again: “From the hallucinatory 

images depicted in her youthful works to the present, Kusama’s motivation, inspired by a horror 

vacui (fear of empty space), to produce her work remains unchanged” (Tatehata 266). In the case 

 
24 When I first moved to Japan in 2006, I lived in Iijima-machi in Nagano prefecture, roughly 45 minutes from 
Matsumoto. I consider Nagano to be my home prefecture in Japan.  
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of her ‘Infinite Net’ series, the repeated action of Kusama in generating polka dots in the 

repeated swirling that aims to fill the empty space, leaving only the polka dots behind; “Such 

movements… achieved flat color surfaces through elimination of brush strokes, and adopted 

grids and repetition that eliminated a central point of focus” (Minami 263-4). The paintings seem 

to urge the viewer, to tell them (in a way different from scriptive things), that they cannot stand 

too close; instead, they require space to take in, and as such create the space needed in 

cooperation with the viewer. As evident from the evolution of her art, though, polka dots appeal 

to Kusama, but her fear of empty space appears to have motivated her in the early stages of her 

career to fill those spaces in order to be left with the dots.25 So, while it seems that Kusama 

might be a master of ma, having acknowledged and engaged with empty space, this attention 

associates with her fear of empty space. In fact, the filling up of the empty space, resulting in 

polka dots, suggesting empty space and the absence of ma. Having graduated from high school 

the year the war ended, 1945, and having held her first exhibition the year the occupation 

ended,1952 (National Art Center 275), Kusama’s artistic genesis revolves around Japan’s 

periods of national trauma and post-trauma, and her obsessive attempts to fill empty spaces that 

scare her offer a glimpse into perhaps why she refers to her artistic pursuits as eternal. Her 

artistic journey, like that of Hijikata, Mizoguchi, and others, all come out of the national post-

traumatic period after Allied occupation.  

 The period of occupation stands as a series of contrasting ideas in motion: devastation 

and recovery, freedom and captivity, tradition and new concepts, hope and despair. Framing 

Allied Occupation as a traumatic state of national being seems obvious even in just this 

 
25 Of a later piece, Tatehata wrote, “Of particular note are several pictures in which countless minute dots fill the 
plane without so much as a gap in a rectangle of connected lines” (Tatehata 268). Even in her evolution, seem still 
appears to have desired to fill the empty space.  
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contradicting state of being, but people begin to process the past in the period after occupation, in 

the timeframe of national post-trauma. “The Japanese were torn,” say Jean Viala and Nourit 

Masson-Sekine, “between an obsession with ‘progress’s and refuge in nostalgia” (Viala and 

Masson-Sekine 11). In this relationship with there/then that memories of moments gone by 

connect with, new and unique arts develops in this time in Japan that connect help but be a 

mimetic reflection of the past, present, and future struggling to move forward. In talking about 

butoh in its context, Vial and Masson-Sekine offer a perspective on all arts of this time: 

“Modernization could not be accepted, but neither could it be fought. It could only be laughed at, 

escaped from via nostalgia and “tradition,” or dug into and reconstructed, as a nightmare image 

on stage” (Viala and Masson-Sekine 11). 

   

TRANSITIONING IN NATIONAL POST-TRAUMA  

A photo of Yukio Mishima and Tennessee Williams hangs in the Mishima Literary 

Museum in Yamanakako, Japan. Williams and Mishima were contemporaries, and the two 

famous writers – both literary giants, playwrights, with presentations of queerness in their work – 

eventually met each other on at least this one documented occasion. This photo, by holding the 

two men next to each other in a suspended moment in time, allows us in a glance to realize how 

similar these two men and their careers are, and yet how remarkably different history has treated 

them in comparison to one another. Whereas a contemporary American audience can grasp the 

lens through which Williams bases his stories and characters (Southern decorum, closeted queer 

men, fragile female minds, domestic and familial abuse), most Americans remain unfamiliar 

with Mishima, and those who are familiar with him associate him with samurai culture, imperial 

loyalty, or the duality of personal desire and Japanese society expectations. These were certainly 
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components of his life, but such reductivity minimizes and continues to silence Mishima’s 

significance in American academia. His decisions – questionable as some of them may be – 

given proper context makes his writings, performances, and actions less “foreign,” less 

negligible, and avoid the constant mistake of oversimplification and exaggeration.  

To this point, it has been my goal to establish the groundwork for moving forward. This 

chapter defined national trauma of Japan before, during, and after World War II. I then 

demonstrated Japan’s unique relationship with time-space, which I call queer time-space, 

through ma, and then explained how arts of various kinds perform a shift in time-space after the 

war which suggests the denial, forgetting, or destruction of ma in favor of the Western, 

heteronormative of empty space as truly empty, devoid of meaning and substance. What was 

once the realm of kami and awe, now the emptiness extends vast and void, for those like Kusama 

something to fear. War caused this shift, but so did the systematic indoctrination of American 

ideals and objectives from seven years of reprograming under General MacArthur. To some, 

Japan was lucky, because where they assumed the victors would reap the spoils of war, instead 

the Allies came in with the intension of helping Japan gain a fresh start (Dower 24). Others, 

however, could not deny that either way the United States was reaping its rewards, just in a 

different form: one based on capitalism, on Christian and heteronormative idealism, and on 

Japan maintaining a role subservient and submissive to the United States (23). This was not lost 

on some people, and for the next chapter I extensively examine another artist of the national 

post-trauma period, one who, through his art and activism, strove to awaken his countrymen to 

their ordeal: Yukio Mishima.  

I would just like to point out that in the 578-page Routledge Handbook of Asian Theatre, 

there is no mention of Yukio Mishima. Granted, the nearly 600 pages are not entirely about 
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Japan, but instead about what they define as Asia26. There are significant amounts of the volume, 

though, that are devoted to Japan, even chapters on modern Japanese theatre. That chapter talks 

about the 1950s and 1960s as the era of greatest theatrical evolution that eventually led to new 

art forms such as butoh. In this chapter, where it makes complete sense for him to be mentioned, 

Mishima fails to be mentioned. The butoh paragraph even follows a paragraph talking about the 

literary figures that influenced and were influenced by the artistic and cultural changes of these 

decades. Not including Mishima in this narrative glaringly omits the role of queerness in the 

establishment of butoh. Despite his importance, Mishima’s name has been removed from 

countless narratives, including the significance of his biography and oeuvre for understanding 

queer time-space in historic Japan, anti-colonialist activism centered on the body, and most 

important the nuance of nostalgia. For this reason, an entire chapter of this dissertation focuses 

on Mishima, with a desire to shed new light on his importance as an artist, an idea, and a key 

figure in queer history worth being studied more broadly and with greater significance. Now that 

national trauma has been established through art and artists, another artist and his art serves to 

show how some tried and failed to return the national time-space to that of queer potentiality.  

 
26 What nation-states are deemed to fall into the category of the Asian continent differs from book to book, and often 
signals the author/editor’s position on the matter. The Cambridge Guide to Asian Theatre (1993) and the Routledge 
Handbook of Asian Theatre (2016) end the western border of Asia – and therefore the information collected in the 
books – to Pakistan, whereas Edward Said in Orientalism folds nations of the Middle East into his definition of 
Asian. Continental land mass rarely figures into the logic, focusing instead on cultural elements as the deciding 
factors in continental definition. Hence, Russia almost exclusively considers itself an extension of Europe. 
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Chapter 2 

Yukio Mishima’s Body: a decolonizing performance for proximal nostalgia 

Everyone says that life is a stage. But most people do not seem to become 
obsessed with the idea, at any rate not as early as I did. 

—Yukio Mishima, Confessions of a Mask (101) 
 

…it is useless to try to make the present age like the good old days a hundred 
years ago. What is important is to make each era as good as it can be according to 
its nature. The error people who are always nostalgic for the old ways lies in their 
failure to grasp this point. On the other hand, people who value only what is up to 
date and detest anything old-fashioned are superficial.  

—Yukio Mishima, The Way of the Samurai (147) 
 

This chapter seeks to further contextualize proximal nostalgia through an examination of 

the Japanese queer author and playwright known as Yukio Mishima, whose real name was 

Kimitake Hiraoka, arguably the artist that most sacrificed himself in the pursuit of regaining 

Japan’s lost queer spatio-temporality. An internationally prominent figure in Japanese popular 

culture for a relatively short time before his death, Yukio Mishima as a cultural icon 

posthumously suffered public relations controversies (the “Mishima problem,” according to 

Andrew Rankin), particularly with regards to his sexuality and nationalistic extremism (5). 

However, I am of the opinion that debates surrounding his personal and private lives – what was 

truth and what was fiction – overshadow his greater significance: as a cultural activist that used 

his own corporeality to stand in as a surrogate for the Japanese nation in an attempt to return 

Japan to a state of queer time-space. Hiraoka as Mishima27 spent most of his life attempting, 

through his art and celebrity, to draw his countrymen away from the reminiscent nostalgia of the 

United States that exoticized and eroticized the nation’s idea of itself to a state of proximal 

 
27 Impossible to truly separate the public persona and penname Yukio Mishima from the person that created and 
presented him publicly, Kimitake Hiraoka, I do as other researchers do from here out: I refer to him only as Yukio 
Mishima, or Mishima for short.  
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nostalgia that would bring the queer potentiality of Japan’s past to its present. When all else 

failed, Mishima offered up the last piece of him he had – his life – to inspire resistance. In this 

chapter, I explain how Mishima’s final act, through the use of his body in a decolonizing 

moment of queer temporality and spatiality, succeeded “in the impossible – in stopping time,” as 

Flanagan suggests, but only momentarily (Yukio Mishima 243). Then, in that short moment of 

potential change when Mishima was “the master of time,” the Japanese nation chose to remain in 

a state of reminiscent nostalgia in line with their American indoctrination (243). To prove this, I 

explain the meaning of Mishima’s queer body, positioning it in comparison to the 

heteronormatized and feminized Japanese national body in the wake of westernization, 

identifying the performed colonization of Japan. Then, I show how Mishima’s body stands in as 

a surrogate for the queer time-space of Japan’s past in an attempt to decolonize the national 

spatio-temporality, contextualizing how the performance of Mishima’s end of life may be the 

ultimate (and last prominent by a public figure, and failed) act in pursuit of decolonization for 

Japan while under what Geoffrey Bowker would call Western “colonizing temporality” (572). 

In this chapter, I utilize photographs as case studies for exploring how Mishima, as a 

surrogate for the Japanese nation, embraced the power of the photograph as a capturing of time-

space in order to generate proximal nostalgia in his countrymen, only to have the same artform 

used to usurp and discredit his desired narrative. I do this by first describing what Roland 

Barthes in Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography calls the studium, or the visual 

information of a photograph, in order to then offer interpretation of the photograph’s effect on its 

viewers’s points of view, or punctum28. Mishima understood the power of photography. A 

photograph can freeze a moment of time-space in a snapshot, preserving the photographed 

 
28 Even though Barthes suggests it impossible to foresee the subjective punctum, much like the theatre with its 
subjective audience that does not mean that artistic endeavor be pursued any less.    
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subject forever in the image. This haunting idea has led some cultures to shun photography for 

fear of vanity, or even the capturing of one’s soul. Mishima, on the other hand, embraced that 

frozen moment in time. From his first novel, Mishima writes vividly on the power of 

photographs, how they provide the main character (a surrogate for himself) a series of images 

from young samurai to sumo wrestlers that “excited his adolescent imagination” (Confessions of 

a Mask 53). In real life, Mishima would come to relish being photographed by some of Japan’s 

leading photographers, like Eikoh Hosoe and Kishin Shinoyama, to recreate some of those very 

images from Confession of a Mask, capturing forever the time-space of his hardened physique 

and a particular narrative. As a writer and artist, Mishima new photographs were narratives, still 

images in comparison to the moving images of film (he ventured into film as well). As such, it 

seems fitting in this chapter to utilize photographs as a way to examine his narratives.   

 

MISHIMA’S CURATED BIOGRAPHY OF EMBODIED PERSONA 

First, in this section I explain the numerous narratives for Yukio Mishima that exist, 

dating from when he was alive until now, and explain my reading of him and his particular 

engagement with nostalgia, particularly through photographs, as queer.  

Mishima has been a subject of great intrigue for certain literary scholars, which has led to 

the publication of multiple biographies on him over several decades. I am focused entirely on the 

English-language biographies, because I am interested in Mishima within that context. All his 

English-language biographers, to one extent or another, strive to understand the story of 

Mishima’s life – his politics, beliefs, sexuality – via his work as a writer, which contains 

autobiographical elements. The extent to which the narrative of his debut novel Confessions of a 

Mask and other literary work proves autobiographical, however, remains up for debate, with 



 

 75 

scholars of Mishima each claim greater credibility than the last. For example, in 1974 Mishima: 

A Biography by John Nathan was released, in which Nathan reports in the preface to have had a 

working connection with Mishima’s wife, Yōko Hiraoka, and over the course of a year “visited 

Yoko half a dozen times,” receiving access to unpublished works and introductions to relevant 

people (Nathan xvii). Nathan’s biography examines the writer’s private life, focusing intensely 

on “Mishima disguising his desire” (30). Interestingly, after its publication, Yōko fought and 

won to keep the book out of Japanese bookstores, having taken “exception to Nathan’s 

allegations about her husband’s secret sex life” (Rankin 3). The same year as Nathan’s 

biography, Henry Scott Scott-Stokes in The Life and Death of Yukio Mishima writes a very 

matter-of-fact biography of Mishima, perhaps out of sympathy for Yoko because Scott-Stokes 

had been friendly with Mishima during his lifetime. Scott-Stokes’s biography initially leaves out 

overt accusations or even deep explorations into the writer’s personal life, instead focusing on 

his oeuvre and major artistic themes. Scott-Stokes would add clarity and conviction to his 

personal beliefs in the 1990s in an Epilogue for the book’s republication: “It never occurred to 

me, twenty years ago, that anyone would dispute the obvious in private, let alone take issue on 

the matter in public” (Scott-Stokes 266). In the original 1974 text, though, Scott-Stokes “relies 

largely on a single source,” using passages from Confessions of a Mask to add details to known 

events from Mishima’s life, affirming his belief that the novel autobiographically equates the 

unnamed narrator with the author (36). The autobiographical narrative of Confessions of a Mask 

and other works by Mishima appear in Paul Schrader’s Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters. 

Biographers take particular interest in Confessions of a Mask, because it was said to be an 

autobiographic novel, an I-novel or shishōsetsu, which of course can readily be thought to stand 

in as direct words for the author (Inose and Sato 169). Nevertheless,  biographers have attempted 
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to unpack the facts about Mishima’s life and measure if they parallel the characters and events in 

his writing. In other words, the discourse around Mishima largely centers around his nostalgia – 

what in his literary work comes from memory, and what he generated from his imagination. 

One of the author’s creative projects included the public persona of Mishima. Taking the 

phenomenological perspective suggested by Roland Barthes in “The Death of the Author,” it is 

important to delineate the difference between Kimitake Hiraoka, Yukio Mishima, and the artist’s 

(other) creations. Barthes says, “language knows a ‘subject,’ not a ‘person’” (1269). While 

Mishima was the name that Hiraoka took on professionally as a writer, over time the persona of 

Mishima took on a life of his own; Hiraoka created a character for his pen name, Mishima, and 

he became the embodiment of all the oeuvre’s principles. Celebrity figures often separate a 

public persona from their private, individual identity, typically known only by themselves, their 

family, and close friends. Scott-Stokes documents how Mishima’s parents, Yōko, and their 

children were all “kept out of the glare of publicity” and not allowed to be photographed or 

filmed (122). In the case of Kimitake Hiraoka, which “very few members of the public knew him 

as,” little was left to allow the outside world to peer into the mind of the man that became 

Mishima (Scott-Stokes 122). His journals were burned before his death, which ensures that 

questions will be left unanswered, ensuring the legacy of Mishima, the mask, the public figure 

that provided words and perspectives, over Hiraoka, the one beneath the mask, the one who 

made it, the author. As such, no matter how many intensely researched biographies offer artfully 

articulated analyses, the work of Yukio Mishima cannot be treated as a reflection of the artist and 

his sense of self. That said, most biographies – including Schrader’s film – equate the stories told 

in Mishima’s literary work to reflect events that happened in the life of the author. Schrader, in 

preparing to make the film on Mishima, did extensive interviews with those who knew him, and 
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in the course of that process told the New York Times that it became apparent to him that 

Mishima wore different “masks” in different circles: “Our job was to collect as many masks as 

possible in the research, and then try to incorporate as many as possible in a film” (Kakutani).  

Mishima, Hiraoka’s public persona, himself wore several masks, rarely settling into one 

role – gay or straight, artist or warrior – and thus created for himself a queer public identity, one 

that pushes against heteronormative expectations. Although arguably open regarding his 

homosexual leanings, Mishima still socially lived within the heteronormatively codified roles 

expected of him: husband, father, son, grandson, celebrity, political leader, and man. As Mishima 

himself writes about in his first novel, Confessions of a Mask, these are all masks that people 

must wear to function in their daily lives. The same holds true for him: dutiful son, obedient 

soldier, heteronormative male. The true self resides under masks, and few, if any, ever reveal the 

version of themselves that lies beneath, which Klostermaier refers to as the “real self” 

(Klostermaier 64).  

The latest and most extensive English-language biography of Mishima, Persona: A 

Biography of Yukio Mishima by Naoki Inose with Hiroaki Sato uses the idea of persona as masks 

for the title. Inose and Sato go as far as to suggest that the homosexuality present in Confessions 

of a Mask and Mishima’s other works, not to mention the homoeroticism of his public image, did 

not necessarily reflect the entirety of the man behind the mask. They suggest that homosexuality, 

sadomasochism, and autobiographical motifs fell in line with a trend at the time for authors of 

the I-novel to find scandalous and attention-grabbing taboo subjects to incorporate into their 

work. They set up – although they do not necessarily argue one way or another – that the queer 

subject matter does not necessarily reflect Hiraoka’s own feelings or actions, and instead reflect 

the literary trends of the day. From the phenomenological standpoint, it follows that the author’s 
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work cannot be conflated with the author as a person; however, the author, as in the case of 

Mishima, also creates a public persona like a character. While Mishima was performing outward 

societal heteronormativity with his family and job titles, his artistic work simultaneously 

expresses in the narrative of his writings and visual imagery a detailed homosexual lifestyle. In 

this way, his simultaneous performances – the mūgen of these two sides appearing concurrently 

to the informed onlooker – demonstrate the queerness of Mishima’s identity, multiple personas 

existing simultaneously in time-space. However, was it Hiraoka’s identity or Mishima’s, or was 

it merely a reflection of the author’s art? As pointed out by Inose and Sato, Mishima himself 

once reflected the paradox: “the mask is one attached to the flesh and… there can be no truer 

confessions than those of a mask so attached to the flesh. A man can never make confessions, 

except that, though seldom, a mask deeply biting into the flesh can achieve them” (173). In other 

words, the mask of the subject Mishima symbiotically connects with the flesh of the author 

Hiraoka, the persona residing in the body’s corporeality. Barthes may have ushered in the “Death 

of the Author,” but Mishima heralds in the “(Re)Birth of the Queer Subject/Author.”   

In his lifetime, Mishima created an oeuvre consisting of novels, plays, films, 

photographs, and a public image that leaned heavily on themes of homosexuality, 

homoeroticism, sadomasochism, gender performativity, and queer sensibilities. Little could be 

done to usurp this public persona29 of Mishima that Hiraoka singularly crafted and presented to 

the world while alive; Rankin points out, conflating the penname and the person as most do, that 

“Mishima had constructed his life and work so carefully and so defensively… that it was 

difficult to find an original perspective from which to approach him” (4). After his suicide, 

 
29 Persona, from the Latin word for a mask or the character played by an actor, appropriately titles the expansive 
2013 biography of Mishima by Naoki Inose and Hiroaki Sato. Meanwhile, public persona suggests a mask worn 
publicly, powerful when considering per (through) and sona (sound) as representing outward expression.  



 

 79 

however, an alternative image of Mishima was constructed to shift his persona closer to being 

sexually heteronormative and culturally conformist, closer to what some biographers argue was 

the real man30. A trip to the permanent exhibit at the Mishima Yukio Literary Museum in 

Yamanakako, Japan, for example, shows a rather large photo display about Mishima’s marriage 

to his wife, Yōko, while only a brief mention of homosexuality appears on one small placard31. 

Meanwhile, no caption or image in the permanent exhibit displays his 1968 film Black Lizard, 

the sensational film that starred his transvestite acquaintance Akihiro “Miwa” Maruyama, who 

inspired the making of a filmed version of Mishima’s play Black Lizard (Tokage 242). In fact, 

the museum presents few descriptions of the content of his artistic works, thus avoiding mention 

of their themes of homoeroticism and sadomasochism. In other words, images and verbiage in 

the museum suggestive of his artistic or personal proximity to gay culture, let alone queerness, 

have been minimized in comparison to the enlarged visual presence of a heteronormative 

narrative. The museum itself, by incorporating his penname in their name, conflates the 

cultivated persona of Yukio Mishima with the heteronormatively focused biography seemingly 

of Kimitake Hiraoka as presented with their exhibits, which should come as no surprise when 

considering his wife.  

According to Mishima biographers Noaki Inose and Hiroaki Sato, Yōko Hiraoka was 

“famous for working hard after her husband’s death to tramp down any suggestion that he had 

had homosexual involvements” (188). For example, she “took exception to [John] Nathan’s 

allegations about her late husband’s secret sex life, and she successfully pressured Japanese 

 
30 Henry Scott-Stokes talks about Japanese biographer Takeshi Muramatsu, who stood adamant in his position that 
Kimitake Hiraoka (separate from his Mishima persona) was heterosexual. Scott-Stokes then proceeds to detail why 
he feels Muramatsu would stand so firmly in this opinion: “I would interpret Muramatsu’s own motivations… in this 
fashion: One, prudery. Two, respect for the Mishima family. Three, Muramatsu was a conservative intellectual” 
(Scott-Stokes 267). Muramatsu’s take has had an impact on how some choose to view Mishima.  
31 All exhibit descriptions are from a visit to the Mishima Yukio Literary Museum in Yamanakako, Japan, on 13 
September 2017. 
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booksellers to remove the book from their shelves,” despite Nathan maintaining they had a 

working relationship (Rankin 3). Perhaps as a direct result of or merely as a courtesy to Yōko, 

not to mention threats of lawsuits32, other biographies that focus on Mishima’s personhood 

primarily focus on his personality or avoid his personhood entirely and instead focus on his 

literary accomplishments, avoiding too much controversy over his sexual identity33. As such, 

conversation within English examinations of his narrative that could allow for open and 

progressive discussion of his preemptive and prolific contributions to the ideology of queerness 

have been relegated to lukewarm conversations that fetishize his artistic work, his sexual 

identity, or the events surrounding his death, and relegate him to a binary definition of this or 

that, gay or straight, revolutionary or reductive.  

What I want to offer as a noteworthy intervention into the biographical discourse pertains 

to how the various biographies on Yukio Mishima in English choose whether or not to utilize 

photographs to demonstrate his life in images. Several of the biographies, such as those by Inose 

with Sato and Wolfe, do not include photographs in the body of the text. Many, including Wolfe, 

use a photo of the author for the cover, more than one using the same Eikoh Hosoe photograph 

of Mishima shirtless grazing over a wilting white rose (Yourcenar; Rankin). Inose and Sato do 

not even use a photograph of Mishima for the cover, instead using a rose coupled with a samurai 

katana sword.34 Two biographers include many photographs within the body of the text, Stokes 

 
32 Yōko Mishima and Henry Scott Scott-Stokes both threatened lawsuits after the release of Paul Schrader’s film 
Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters, as documented in the New York Times:  
Haberman, Clyde. “'MISHIMA' DISPUTE AT TOKYO FESTIVAL.” Nytimes.com. The New York Times, 25 May 
1985, www.nytimes.com/1985/05/25/movies/mishima-dispute-at-tokyo-festival.html. Accessed 14 July 2020.  
33 Other biographies include Peter Wolfe’s Yukio Mishima (focused on certain literary works), Marguerite 
Yourcenar’s Mishima: A Vision of the Void (a reflection on Mishima in relation to the Buddhist void), Damian 
Flanagan’s Yukio Mishima (scholarly essays with biographic elements), Christopher Ross’s Mishima’s Sword 
(biography mixed with the author’s search for a missing artifact), and Andrew Rankin’s Mishima: Aesthetic 
Terrorist (examination of Mishima’s non-fiction writings), among others.  
34 A parallel exists here in pairing a flower and a sword with Ruth Benedict’s infamous analysis of Japanese culture, 
The Chrysanthemum and the Sword. In fact, the cover makes greater sense for Inose and Sato book when one makes 
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and Nathan; the photos they each include differ greatly, but both form of visual biography that 

accompanies their written narrative. Both begin with Mishima in his youth and proceed through 

his life chronologically. Scott-Stokes, however, who proclaims to have been friends with 

Mishima and his family, incorporates a general timeline of imagery that include photos of his 

wedding and of Mishima with his children. Nathan’s biography, meanwhile, includes more 

images by Kishin Shinoyama of Mishima mostly naked and posed as a samurai. The final image 

of both Scott-Stokes’s and Nathan’s collections are portraits of Mishima. Scott-Stokes ends his 

visual biography with a face portrait of the author smiling in a suit jacket and tie, suggesting the 

image one might find atop the coffin at a funeral. Nathan, on the other hand, ends his photo 

collection with a close-up image of Mishima in his Tatenokai uniform during his impassioned 

speech to Self Defense Force personnel right before his death, his right arm outstretched straight 

in what can be compared to a Nazi salute. Both collections perform a visual biography of the 

author that reflects opposite points of a narrative binary generated to analyze Mishima. A 

wholesome artist and family man or political fanatic and fascist: either way, we see here how 

images generated narratives, and these images of Mishima create a narrative separate from the 

narrative that he perhaps intended for the photographs individually to communicate, or for there 

to be about him at all.  

In many ways, Mishima’s suicide in 1970 at the age of 45 – following the completion of 

Part Four of his The Sea of Fertility tetralogy, at his physical peak as a bodybuilder and martial 

artist, when he was respected and renowned the world over for his work as a novelist and 

 
that connection, since Benedict’s book was supposedly used to aid the Allied Forces to defeat Japan in the Second 
World War, making the argument that the only way the Allied Forces would defeat the Japanese Empire would be 
by getting to the emperor and coercing him to make his people, who had been fighting in his name, lay down their 
weapons and admit defeat. Though widely debated for its methodology and broad conclusions, Benedict’s ultimate 
strategic suggestion, which Allied Forces used, was not incorrect. Benedict seems to be having a resurgence in 2020.  
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playwright, shortlisted for the Nobel Prize multiple times – came at the pinnacle of a career he 

meticulously designed. Because of contradictory perspectives on Mishima’s relationship to his 

artistic subject matter, and because we will never be able to verify who if anyone correctly 

assesses Mishima’s true intentions, this chapter instead focuses on the persona of Mishima’s 

corporeality as a queer object of contradictory definitions for political objectives as captured in 

photographs, almost but not completely separate from the individual subject of its creation and 

greater than the individual author. As such, from here on for this chapter I am choosing to 

examine and offer insight into how images of Mishima’s body capture a narrative in time-space, 

which I see as queer. 

Perhaps it was an unwavering belief in the power of the body and the image that allows 

Mishima to be so bold in life, a man who accomplishes many incredible things in his relatively 

short lifetime, and to resume its supremacy in generative and maintaining a narrative. The 

abovementioned biographies often contradict each other. For example, Nathan describes how 

“Kimitake had grown up almost entirely indoors” and how “at twelve he looked no more than 

eight or nine… thin as a reed, weak pale as the underbelly of a fish” (25); meanwhile,  Inose and 

Sato describe how “at school, the boy turned out to be no withdrawing, helpless weakling” 

who was “an irresistible laugher and cackler35” (54). Either way, as Mishima he was a performer 

ready to step into roles, and the roles he took on meaningfully relate to a queer worldview, it 

would be hard to deny the narrative preserved in photographs. Take for example of Saint 

Sebastian by Guido Reni, the image of martyrdom in which St. Sebastian hangs by his wrists 

from a tree, pierced by arrows (see fig. 5). The narrator in Confessions of a Mask notoriously 

lusts over this image in the novel’s second chapter, leading to his first ejaculation (41). Kishin 

 
35 Several biographers pay mention to Mishima’s boisterous laugh in adulthood.  
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Shinoyama photographs Mishima in 1966 as a martyred St. Sebastian, complete with hands tied 

and bleeding arrow wounds (see fig. 6). Scott-Stokes might be correct36 when he states that the 

image “haunted [Mishima] all his life,” but some shots from that day, the photograph shown in 

Figure 6 for example, differ from Reni’s painting when considering the contortion of the face 

(56). Some shots of Mishima’s depiction of Sebastian by Shinoyama has his face in an 

expression indistinguishable between pleasure and pain, almost orgasmic, with his eyes shut in 

exultation rather than looking to Heaven. This, of course, plays up the homoeroticism and 

sadomasochism that Mishima had by this point become famous for in his novels; in fact, those 

themes appear elsewhere in his personal appearances in artist work. For example, Mishima’s 

appearances in movies, including as a victim of the titular villain in Black Lizard and a military 

lieutenant who commits seppuku37 in Patriotism, also had homoerotic undertones juxtaposed 

against elements of sadomasochism, death, and dying. Mishima played roles that display the 

conflation of beauty, sex, and death through the use of his body, his corporeal self as a site of 

queer contradiction.  

 
36 Many take major issues with Henry Scott Scott-Stokes’s biography of Mishima, The Life and Death of Yukio 
Mishima, the least of which pertains to his conflation of narrative of the character in Confessions of a Mask with 
Mishima’s personal story. While Mishima did say that the story was semi-autobiographical, it seems presumptuous 
to assume this portion of the novel true to Mishima’s adolescence 
37 Seppuku, otherwise known as harakiri (especially for English speakers), is ritualized suicide in which a person 
stabs one side of their abdomen with a handheld blade, and then pulls the blade horizontally across to the other side 
of their abdomen in order to disembowel themselves. In its formal performance, the doer sits so that they collapse 
forward in death. Joel Black writes “Both in his writings and in his own death, Mishima presents seppuku as an 
aesthetic spectacle that is not only beautiful to behold, but that is intended to be beheld” (203).   
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Fig. 2.1. Guido Reni’s “The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian,” circa 1616. Reni, Guido. San Sebastiano. 
1616. “The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian,” wikiart.org, Wikiart, 23 July 2011, www.wikiart.org/en/guido-
reni/the-martyrdom-of-saint-sebastian-1616. Accessed 15 July 2020.  
 
Fig. 2.2. Yukio Mishima as Saint Sebastian in photo by Kishin Shinoyama, circa 1966. Shinoyama, Kishin. 
“Yukio Mishima as St. Sebastian”; influx.themissive.com. The Missive, 6 November 2012, 
influx.themissive.com/post/35151646416/yukio-mishima. Accessed 15 July 2020.  
 
This visualized convergence where life and death, beauty and the grotesque, pleasure and 

pain meet harkens to a breaking point of binary definition, a queer breach, a line that delineates 

this world of life and that which lies beyond it in non-life38. “According to Mishima’s various 

portrayals of seppuku in his writings,” Black writes, “the individual doesn’t seek to obliterate but 

to expand consciousness through an experience of extreme pleasure and pain that culminates in 

an ecstatic communion with the red Sun, the symbol of Japan” (201). Mishima lived 

imaginatively in the borderland between this life and non-life, pleasure and pain, repeatedly 

visiting it in public view, “an attempt to reach the ‘ultimate sensation’ that lies just a hairsbreadth 

beyond the reach of the senses” (Sun and Steel 34). In many ways, he had been rehearsing his 

 
38 I choose to say non-life as opposed to death, because it indicates a state of antithesis in its reversal of the word life 
so that death need not seem finite, but rather a state of being actively opposite to that of life. This acknowledges the 
uncertainty of what lies after the point of death, as Socrates acknowledged at the time of his state-sanctioned suicide, 
at least according to Plato’s Phaedo.    
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eventual death by suicide, physically and in his mind, for years before it actually took place; 

Black writes that for Mishima, “ritual suicide was the cathartic moment of transcendence par 

excellence that he repeatedly rehearsed” (205). This fantasy gave Mishima pleasure, which 

would explain his willingness to fictionally enact the act of dying so often, capturing its time-

space on film or in text; in other words, the border between life and non-life suggests an 

orgasm39 captured through nostalgia. In this regard, Mishima’s sadomasochism can be made to 

make theoretical sense as “ecstatic acts of transcendence” (Black 209). Of course, a difference 

exists between the fantasy of nostalgia and the reality in the present at such a crossroads. 

Mishima might have felt the harsh truth of that difference himself when, in his final moments, 

his rumored lover Masakatsu Morita failed three times to decapitate him, which would have 

effectively ended his painful suffering during seppuku. In a disturbing turn of events, attempts by 

Morita to decapitate Mishima with a samurai sword after his having eviscerated himself missed 

their mark, instead embedding the blade into Mishima’s shoulder, back, and lower neck; it was 

their other compatriot, Hiroyasu “Furu-Koga” Koga, who took the blade from Morita and 

provided mercy from the pain with decapitation40 (Scott-Stokes 30-31).  Nevertheless, 

Mishima’s bodily mutilation, like his artist works, depicts the mutilation of the body as a point of 

pride, regardless of how messy and uncomfortable it becomes.  

 
39 Black cites Scott-Stokes’s biography The Life and Death of Yukio Mishima as a source for Mishima having said 
suicide was the “ultimate masturbation” (205). While many scholars would argue the sentiment of this quote to be 
true for Mishima, having combed through Scott-Stokes’s biography no such quote or reference exists. In Mishima: A 
Biography, however, Nathan quotes Mishima as having said that seppuku was “the ultimate act of friendship” (268).  
40 A detailed recount of the events of this final day in Mishima’s life, including the gruesome details of the 
beleaguered decapitation, leads off Scott-Stokes’s book in its first chapter. Also, Mishima would have been better 
off if he’d gone with Furu-Koga from the start as Furu-Koga not only was able to complete the task for Morita, he 
also was then able to decapitate Morita with one strike (Scott-Stokes 31). Having Morita perform the task and be the 
only one to die with Mishima, however, carries meaning in justifying the interpretation of the events as a murder-
suicide by lovers, or shinju.  
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Leading up to the actual performance, photography fed the fantasy that Mishima mentally 

played out, serving as a dress rehearsal via nostalgia for the actual breach from corporeal 

limitations. Black, utilizing language of Elliott Leyton, mentions Mishima in a list of artists who 

staged “their own violent ends in such a way that their deaths assume an artistic form and 

become an artistic gesture” (192). Mishima enacted his seppuku by writing about it, by acting it 

out on film in Patriotism, and by capturing in countless photographic representations. Through 

the use of his body, both in life and at the moment of transition to non-life, Mishima understood 

the power that his body held, especially as a device in a performance, to disrupt the colonized 

narrative in postwar Japan. On a visit to the home of Scott-Stokes, Mishima said, “The body is a 

vase full of empty space,” in referring to seppuku and its ability to utilize the body as a device 

toward greater means (Scott-Stokes 280). Mishima himself wrote in Sun and Steel, ““For man to 

encounter the universe as he is, with uncovered countenance, is death” (93). In this chapter’s 

examination, Mishima’s personal identity receives less focus, elaborating instead on the concept 

of body in performance as captured in photographs, how it relates to the nation, and how 

Mishima’s body was made queer by him in public images in order to stand in for the Japanese 

nation at the moment of his death.  

In additional to Mishima, I must point out that Japan also had a corporeal surrogate in 

Emperor Hirohito, which in some ways explains the significance of the emperor to Mishima in 

his militant performance. One of the more controversial facts about Mishima remains his 

nostalgic favor of imperialist rule, which Scott-Stokes refers to as “romantic imperialism” (Scott-

Stokes 195). To this day, “Mishima’s nostalgia for Nippon Past” remains a challenging subject 
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when arguing his relevance41 (195). In the manifesto distributed as he gave his final speech on 

the balcony of the Eastern Army Headquarters in Ichigaya, Mishima wrote, “The Emperor is not 

being given his rightful place in Japan” (24). He proceeded to end his impassioned plea to the 

onlookers with “Tennō Heika Banzai,” “Long live the Emperor!” (28). Mishima’s nostalgia for 

imperialism longs for a time that does not necessarily exist, “yamato damashii42, the spirit of old 

Japan” (Scott-Stokes 230). Instead, in his memories — which research demonstrates to share 

close ties in the brain to imagination — he clearly maintains a romanticized idea of how the past 

was when an emperor acted as head of state (Mullally and Maguire 228). Using proximal 

nostalgia as an analytic, it can be said that Mishima consistently engages with a time prior to 

World War II, when Japan was able to look back at its past without a nostalgic sense of temporal 

displacement as in past-focused reminiscent nostalgia, instead looking with an acknowledgement 

of past events as having relevance in the here and now.  

Mishima’s fondness of samurai culture, his fervor for bushido, his admiration of the 

emperor as a national figure as opposed to an individual, are brought to his current moment as a 

means of utilizing Japan’s past in the present. Black writes, “Mishima’s call for a return to 

Japanese imperialism was less a political or ideological than an aesthetic credo, based on the 

samurai perfection of both literary and martial arts” (208). This idea differs from an escapist 

engagement with the past, retreating to memory as opposed to engaging with it as reminiscent 

nostalgia does. Mishima’s gestures at the West’s past-focused relationship to the past – 

 
41 Annually, the prime ministers of Japan sparks international controversy when he visits Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, 
where imperialists convicted of war crimes are enshrined, which countries such as South Korea and China see as 
deeply problematic and insensitive when considering the actions in other parts of Asia by imperialist Japan.  
42 The earliest known surviving use of this term comes from The Tale of Genji, Chapter XXI: “Otome”: “With the 
wisdom of the Chinese classics as a foundation, my son will be recognized as a man of value to a court infused with 
the spirit of Yamato and thus have more certain prospects of promotion” (Shikibu 427). Washburn points out that 
this indicates “a strong consciousness of cultural difference between Heian court’s view of itself and its conception 
of China” (427 footnote). The nostalgia of Japan’s past here again harkens to the Heian period.   
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particularly in the wake of defeat and occupation – when he writes in his final manifesto: “If no 

action is taken, the Western powers will control Japan for the next century... Nippon, the land of 

history, and tradition. The Japan we love” (Scott-Stokes 24). Building on Mishima’s body of 

thought, I argue that American culture of the Occupation promoted engagement with the past 

through reminiscent nostalgia, whereas the Japanese traditional interaction with the past that 

Mishima argues for in his artistic pursuits and political activism utilizes future-focused proximal 

nostalgia.  

 Mishima did not fully reject reminiscent nostalgia and solely engage in proximal 

nostalgia, though. On the contrary, I see a duality existing in Mishima with regards to his 

engagement with nostalgia, a discursive braiding of opposing ideas that he cannot help but be 

entangled by in the context of postwar Japan. Because the two nostalgias exist within 

simultaneous time, a “fusion of opposing concepts” to use Komparu, they negotiate for the 

attention of Mishima, the onlookers, and the Japanese nation (71). Japanese philosophy has a 

word applicable to this principle, mugen, which means dream or fantasy, comes from noh theatre 

and “makes possible a perfectly natural form for the coexistence of opposites, this world and the 

other world, reality and nonreality” (Komparu 71). In noh, plays are categorized into two main 

types: “genzai nō, or ‘realistic Nō,’ in which the characters are real people, and the type by 

Zeami called mugen nō, ‘dream Nō,’ whose characters are ghosts and spirits from the other 

world” (Cavaye et al. 170).  Mugen noh plays specifically feature deities, spirits, and ghosts – 

beings of other dimensions (Ortolani 132). In other words, ghosts and spirits in noh are 

understood to be otherworldly, and by being in this world of the living they inhabit a dualistic 

time-space. Instead of existing at any one point in time-space, with ghosts and spirits two 
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seemingly opposite time-spaces within a binary-based dichotomy (living world and other world) 

coexist.  

The same coexisting of time-spaces can be said of Mishima, who curated an identity over 

the course of his career, transforming his body into an embodiment of mugen. The balancing of 

opposing natures within his being was happening in any given moment: warrior and poet, urbane 

international playboy and Japanese nationalist, someone living life to the fullest while also 

striving for death. It was this “dualism of flesh and spirit” that Mishima eventually says he 

becomes “weary of” (Sun and Steel 15). His desire and concerted efforts to retain engagement 

with a future-focused nostalgia of Japanese tradition could not but exist in the atmosphere of 

postwar Japan and its adoption of the past-focused nostalgia of Allied forces, in what Tanaka 

refers to as “the annihilation of time and space, and the rise of simultaneity in the twentieth 

century” (Tanaka 37). Mishima demonstrates mugen through simultaneity in him of “the East 

and the West, the Orient and the Occident” (37). He benefits from both his contemporary context 

and principles from the past, from his heteronormativity and his queerness; for this, Black refers 

to Mishima as “an awkward hybrid” (2). “While expressing contempt and contrary antics toward 

Japan’s increasingly consumerist culture industry,” Black writes, “Mishima took every 

opportunity the industry offered him” (2). I describe this as complex coexistence in time-space, 

like that of mugen in noh, as being within queer time-space, living and striving for the future 

with proximal nostalgia while also depending on and thriving in the atmosphere of the past with 

reminiscent nostalgia. In theory, this hypocritical and unavoidable context can be held as a 

philosophical justification for the conflict Mishima endured that would steer him toward suicide 

as the inevitable performative endgame.  

 All that can be definitively said of Kimitake Hiraoka then strictly pertains to his body as 
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the vessel of Yukio Mishima, and all that such interconnectedness of persona carries with it. 

Black says that “there is no Mishima Yukio… no such person ever existed” (7), however the 

mask of Mishima could not be removed by Hiraoka except perhaps in private, with those who 

understood that Mishima was a persona, a mask of demeanor and character traits he had come to 

be known publicly as. This could be a reason why Mishima held such strict rules against his 

wife, children, and parents being photographed; they were of Hiraoka’s private world, and 

Mishima was of the public world (Scott-Stokes 122). Otherwise, the embodied actions of 

Mishima by Hiraoka stood in place for/with the actions of Hiraoka. This, as with any masked 

performance, has a queerness to it: the actor’s body becomes in time and space the body of the 

character, through the actor’s intentions and the audience’s perceptions. In other words, the body 

becomes neither end of a binary structure, but instead inhabits a middle space, a queer space, 

where those two identities – the baseline actor and the character/mask – exist simultaneously. 

This happens in noh theatre; when the actor sits in the mirror room and dons his mask, he 

summons the spirit of the character to him: “The transformation of the performer in Noh – that 

is, the process of recognizing the other as the self – is here show turned inside out. The actor 

awakens the awareness of himself as other and then goes a step further to develop this awareness 

into a consciousness of that other (the character) as himself” (Komparu 127).  

When a noh actor gazes through the eye holes of the mask to his reflection in the mirror, 

he comes to see himself as an embodiment of the character, but the actor’s self never gets 

completely lost in the embodiment of the character. There are different philosophies that 

approach the relationship of actors and the characters they take on, whether or not they are 

capable of losing their individuality in performance, but traditional Japanese theatre holds the 

perspective that it never truly happens; more on this in Chapter 3. Interestingly, Mishima in 
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Confessions of a Mask offers words on such a conflation when discussing death: “A seeming 

lamentation for the extremely vulgar meeting of humanity and eternity, which could be 

consummated only through some such pious immorality such as this” (30). Here Mishima seems 

to be talking about life and non-life, the border between the two places, as a joining point of the 

two both sacred and embodied. Even the communal carrying of a mikoshi43 harkens to the image 

of the emperor defined as the head being carried by the collective on the shoulders of the 

worshippers, as organs of the body, working together like a machine. Similarly, one could say 

the body of the actor carries the mask of the character, the persona.  

This repeated use of the word persona connects back to the idea of queer time-space. One 

sees why Inose and Sato chose the word for the title of their work: persona, the Latin word for 

mask, comes from the Latin per meaning through and sona meaning sound44. When connected 

back to the theatrical history of Rome and even ancient Greece, the mask as a device indicated 

the character being put on, through which sound, i.e. the words or story, would emerge. 

Dictionaries also connect the word persona with that of character, in plays or novels, or the 

adoption thereof, as well as a person’s public face. The theatrical context suggests the more 

literal mask, where “[t]he performer, who is transformed into the character by donning the 

mask… to deny within his consciousness the existence of the mask” (Komparu 17). In everyday 

life, though, people also can be seen to symbolically putting on masks, becoming characters that 

convey a story and denying the person under the mask for a public face. So, if one puts on the 

metaphorical mask of a politician, that person dons a politician character and then speaks the 

reality of that character’s truth, in other words to the political position of the character, which 

 
43 Mikoshi are portable shrines used in Shinto rituals, often carried by large groups from one location to another 
during festivals.  
44 Per specifically indicates time and space: “per, preposition… 1. (space) through, 2. (time) during, 3. by, by means 
of” (online-latin-dictionary.com). 
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may or may not reflect the political views of the person. “By hiding one’s face,” Pavis says of 

masks, “one voluntarily renounces psychological expression, which generally provides the 

greatest amount of information, often very detailed, to the spectator” (Dictionary of the Theatre 

202). Like literal masks, so too do masks of persona renounce the truths beneath them. Pavis also 

suggests that when masks are in use that the “actor is forced to make a considerable physical 

effort to compensate for the loss of meaning and identification” with the face, instead relying 

primarily on the body to translate and amplify “the character’s inner self by exaggerating each 

gesture” (202-203). In relation to Mishima, his emphasis on the body, especially in photographs, 

to communicate the orientation45 of his narrative suggests a dependence on the mask of his 

persona. A full-faced portrayal of a character or a persona beyond their base reality, however, 

constitutes performance no different from the roles any of us have in daily life, such as that of 

our professions, familial roles, gender, sexuality, race, and any other number of categories people 

place into.  

If gender, race, and other aspects of identity are performative, then they can be said to be 

masks of characters that we – knowingly or unknowingly – put on and speak our truths from. 

Truth, therefore, exists only in stories told through the mask, the persona, of the character put on 

at any given moment. The literal mask eventually becomes redundant; Pavis says that a revived 

use of masks in contemporary Wester theatre demonstrates a “rediscovery” that “coincides with 

the re-theatricalization of theatre and the promotion of body expression” (Dictionary of the 

Theatre 202). Older theatrical forms that draw attention to the performativity of a mask, such as 

noh theatre, retain a physical mask; otherwise, the mask was an acknowledgement of the 

character that eventually was transferred to the body of the actor, making the physical 

 
45 I use perspective and orientation interchangeably throughout the dissertation, but in this chapter using orientation 
as Sara Ahmed does for queer phenomenology seems particularly appropriate.  
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representation outside the body unnecessary. Perhaps Mishima was fascinated by noh for reasons 

beyond its historical significance to Japan. In fact, the mask’s power to call attention to the 

facade of character for him was a useful, poetic, and mimetic representation, a cheeky tip-of-the-

hat to the ignored element always present but never acknowledged in our daily lives: every role 

we play belies a mask, and each mask’s character has its own truth within its story. In 

Confessions of a Mask, for example, the main character throughout the novel’s narrative tells 

truths from behind the public persona he presents to the world, never referring to it as a mask; 

only in the title does Mishima introduce the mask as an image. Scott-Stokes, on the other hand, 

leans into this concept in The Life and Death of Yukio Mishima, often referring to performative 

moments in Mishima’s story as masks.  

 Again, perhaps because of his wearing of masks, Mishima curated in his public persona 

an aesthetic fascination with the body, particularly his own, and that fascination with body 

permeates his work and reflects the body’s symbolic value for his worldview. Through Mishima 

and the context of his times, we see the commodification of flesh, and not merely as part of a 

sexualized aesthetic. Although the sexual pleasure of flesh and the value therein abound in 

Mishima’s work, queer representations of it purposefully downplay that orientation in socially 

conservative times, which can be perceived as misappropriation of a body’s worth. Instead, the 

value of flesh conveys something far more valuable. When Japan began the process of taking on 

customs and trends of the Western world at the start of the Meiji era, the value of the body took 

on a new form, from an industrialized context, as an asset for the redefined nation state to 

capitalize on. To do this, the Meiji regime had to change what Benedict Anderson refers to as its 

imagined community, “imagined because the members… will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 
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communion” (6). In other words, Meiji changed the way Japan imagined itself as a unified 

nation. Gone were the days of free-agent samurai; as Buruma states, “samurai virtues were now 

applied nationally” (55). Modern Japan would have unified objectives and actions. This regime 

change could be achieved with a common political figurehead, and that would be the emperor.  

 

JAPAN’S COLONIZED NATIONAL BODY 

In this next section, I demonstrate how a photograph of Emperor Hirohito, the unified 

political embodiment of the nation, was a propagandic weapon used during Allied Occupation to 

diminish, deflate, and redefine the Japanese nation and its people. 

One particular speech delivered by Emperor Meiji in 1882, Rescript for Soldiers and 

Sailors, would be instrumental in laying the groundwork for national unity under the supervision 

of the emperor. Although written by Aritomo Yamagata, it was officially Emperor Meiji who 

delivered the historically significant speech to the indicated audience of soldiers and sailors. This 

rescript alludes to a corporeal symbiosis between ruler and subject. Meiji seems to be saying 

(again, because the speech was written for him to say), “We are your supreme Commander-in-

Chief. Our relations with you will be most intimate when We rely on you as Our limbs and you 

look up to Us as your head” (Buruma 55). Although in translation, the general metaphor and 

bodily language are retained in both Japanese and English. The connection between 

soldiers/sailors and the emperor implies to be at its “most intimate” when the military personnel 

are in symbiotic oneness with their revered ruler. Physical connection comes across in this 

wording. When Meiji clarifies that he serves as their head, implying his thinking and steering of 

their intentions, he relinquishes the rest of the body to their control, their action to serve as his as 

well. The soldiers would be able, in hearing or reading the words from the emperor, to picture 
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their limbs serving for him. As such, bodies of the soldiers and sailors enter a state of unity with 

Meiji, allowing them physical autonomy to carry out his will, their bodies working on his behalf.  

When considering the atrocities that Japanese soldiers inflicted against the so-called 

“comfort women” of Korea, Manchukuo, and other Japanese-occupied territories, actions of 

guilty soldiers – who raped these enslaved an estimated two hundred thousand girls and young 

women46 – perversely reflects the idea of their body and mind being of shared dominion of their 

emperor. In a way, they are capable, if not outright prescribed, to compartmentalize the actions 

of their body with the thoughts of their mind. The body acts on behalf of the emperor, who acts 

as their head and guiding force; indeed, it was the intention of Yamagata, who drafted the 

abovementioned speech for the emperor, to instill obedience in the soldiers (Buruma 54). 

Actions of the soldiers with their bodies reflect the will of the emperor, precisely because they 

are one in body and mind, each relinquishing to the other in a symbiotic corporeality. Although 

subtle and likely not the intention of Hirohito (or Yamagata) with these words, a homoeroticism 

permeates the imagery used to describe the emperor and his relationship to Japan’s military 

troops. If one connects this to the intended spiritual elevation of the Japanese people and the 

nation47 itself through their unified collectivity with the emperor, the appeal of loyalty to the 

emperor for someone like the queer-leaning Mishima becomes apparent.  

Actions by the soldiers can never be said to be solely their own will, because the will of 

the emperor drives their will, as their head. Conversely, the emperor can never truly be blamed 

for the actions of his military – even though he assumes charge both in rank and intention – 

 
46 This number comes from Embodied Reckonings: Comfort Women, Performance, and Transpacific Redress by 
Elizabeth W. Son, University of Michigan Press, 2018. One issue with this statistic, though, is the assertion of 
heteronormativity to its narrative. The 2000 documentary film Markova: Comfort Gay, for example, tries to address 
the fact that there were also homosexual “comfort stations” with enslaved males happening across Asia as well.  
47 Dower refers to Japan calling itself “the divine country,” which has ties to the imperial military’s propagandic 
promotion of the emperor’s divinity (Dower 38).  
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because he merely gives the orders for their collective intent, but the soldiers retain their 

autonomous bodies. This might explain the inability to this day to admit blame for the actions of 

the military regarding “comfort people” across Asia; all parties at fault have and continue to 

shirk responsibility for the events because, in their collectiveness with their ruler and their fellow 

soldiers, no actions occurred through any one person to any one other person. In fact, the 

emperor in his radio announcement declares the end of the war without “disavowing Japan’s war 

aims or acknowledging the nation’s atrocities—and in a manner that divorced him from any 

personal responsibility for these many years of aggression” (Dower 35). So, while the Japanese 

government acknowledges the comfort women and what happened to them, there remains still a 

refusal to place blame on anyone, or to admit a need for further reparations beyond the $8.3 

million pledged for a government foundation on the condition that “comfort women” statues be 

removed from in front of embassies and the issue be declared “resolved finally and irreversibly” 

(Son 1-2). Instead, as far as the Japanese government’s postwar concerns, collective actions 

during the war had seen various results, no one could be solely blamed for anything, and 

collectively the nation should be blamed endlessly. 

When Japan surrendered on 2 September 1945, Allied Forces began an occupation of Japan 

under the supervision of General Douglas MacArthur, who Dower describes as “the 

postsurrender potentate in Tokyo,” in which Japan submitted to foreign national control (23). 

Under U.S. occupation, seven Class B/C Japanese officials that were high-ranking leaders of the 

war effort were executed after their convictions by the International Military Tribunal of the Far 

East, but Emperor Hirohito was spared from this (Eiji 246). There are many reasons why Allied 

Forces declined to execute the emperor, the least of which may have been the Japanese belief in 
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the emperor’s divine lineage descended from Japanese sun goddess, Amaterasu48. Even then, it 

was widely understood that the emperor was at most a figurehead by the Empire of Japan’s 

political movement which used his image as a motivating factor in its war efforts. As such, he 

became an ideal posterchild of sorts for postwar propaganda. Herbert P. Bix in his book Hirohito 

and the Making of Modern Japan explains that the Truman administration and General 

MacArthur both believed they would need to use Hirohito to “legitimize occupation reforms” 

(Bix 546). Bix writes: “Code-named Operation Blacklist, the plan turned on separating Hirohito 

from the militarists, retaining him as a constitutional monarch but only as a figurehead, and using 

him to bring about a great spiritual transformation of the Japanese people” (Bix 545). Hirohito 

was of more use alive as a tool for motivating the reeducation of the Japanese people. This logic 

motivated the U.S. staging and forced distribution of a photograph showing General MacArthur 

and Emperor Hirohito side by side at their first face-to-face meeting at MacArthur’s personal 

residence at the U.S. Embassy in Tokyo.  

 
48 Buruma writes, “Japanese nativists, to this day, have the irritating habit of studying foreign ideas to confirm the 
unique superiority of their own nation…  They helped to emancipate Japan from the Chinese cultural orbit” (22). 



 

 98 

 

 
Fig. 2.3. General Douglas MacArthur standing beside Japanese Emperor Hirohito. Faillace, Gaetano. 27 
September 2017. “Emperor Hirohito and General MacArthur, at their first meeting, at the U.S. Embassy, Tokyo, 
27 September, 1945,” wikipedia.org, 26 January 2020, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaetano_Faillace#/media/ 
File:Macarthur_hirohito.jpg. Accessed 3 August 2020. 
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America, in the embodied persona of MacArthur, dominates Japan in this photo, which 

was strategically circulated in the Asahi, Mainichi, and Yomiuri-Hōchi newspapers across Japan 

two days later to the chagrin of the Japanese government (Bix 550-551). The studium of the 

photograph delivers on its intended portraiture. As Bix describes it: “Shot from close in, it shows 

the bespectacled emperor, in formal morning coat and striped trousers, standing as if at attention, 

necktie straight and hands by his sides, while beside and towering over him is relaxed and casual 

MacArthur in an open-necked uniform, bereft of necktie or medals” (Bix 549-550). Seeing a 

photograph of Emperor Hirohito dressed casually, however, not in military uniform as he had 

been perpetually seen in during wartime, would have been surprising in and of itself (Buruma 

54). Since most people of Japan would not have seen the emperor in this way from the concerted 

effort by the military to elevate the image of the emperor as a divine leader,49 MacArthur 

standing next to the noticeably smaller Hirohito communicates something different from what 

they were used to, and “created a sensation” (Bix 549).  

The juxtaposition of the two men visually invites comparison of the photograph’s 

studium elements. The identical columns and windows that frame each of the men from behind 

aid the viewer to compare their heights; MacArthur stands almost an entire head’s height taller 

than the Emperor, his head reaching the dark horizontal line set by the window frame behind the 

drapes where the Emperor’s head does not. The columns, part of which are hidden by each man, 

also communicate their height difference: MacArthur covers a greater amount of column and 

 
49 Most of the Japanese responded with surprise at hearing the voice of the Emperor over the radio at the time of 
Japan’s surrender. Many would never have seen him in person or heard his voice. The Emperor was considered 
divine, and in many ways the Imperial system was set up to sustain this divine separation from common people. This 
is one thing that Ruth Benedict gets correct in Chrysanthemum and the Sword when her ultimate suggestion for 
ending the war with Japan was to get to the emperor and humanize him in the eyes of the Japanese people.  
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therefore has less of it exposed behind him, whereas Hirohito covers less and therefore has more 

of his column exposed above his head.  

In terms of their postures, MacArthur has a wider stance with his feet and his hands on 

his hips with his elbows jutting out to each side, claiming more physical space in the picture than 

Hirohito, stands very straight with his feet together and his hands to his side. Hands convey 

sexual energy; as Nguyen states, a hand is not “merely a fetish substitute for the penis” but also 

“represents a threat to a phallocentric field of vision in its participation in another sexual 

economy… of sexual pleasure” (130). MacArthur not only seems to have his hands on his hips, 

“hidden from view,” they seem to be slightly behind his back on the back of his hips, giving the 

impression of his pelvis being pushed forward (Bix 550). Because of this forward projection, his 

crotch resides closest to the camera in the image. To go even further, with his legs separated, the 

pleats in the left leg of MacArthur’s trousers (on the right when looking at the photo) has a 

strange protrusion coming from around the back of the pant. Although this protrusion merely 

results from how the fabric falls because MacArthur stands with his legs separated, the visual 

effect creates an image of a long, phallic shape hanging between his legs, if not indicating an 

actually large penis then at least suggesting the space for one. By contrast, Hirohito stands with 

his legs firmly together. No room exists between his legs for a penis, like MacArthur has; 

instead, the Emperor’s legs are closed, just as women often arrange their bodies for modesty’s 

sake. The visual slit between Hirohito’s pant legs, a dark vertical shadow visually separate from 

the rest of the pinstripe fabric, serves as a metaphoric vagina. This photograph of these two men 

constitutes a feminizing50 of Japan via the visual juxtaposition of Emperor Hirohito when 

compared with General MacArthur. 

 
50 I acknowledge that this falls into what Tan Hoang Nguyen calls “the constraining purview of heteronormativity” 
that presumes that “effeminacy and sexual desirability are… antithetical” and “that male feminization… entail[s] 



 

 101 

The concept of domination resonates in relation to this photograph. If we view humans as 

members of the animal kingdom, where physical prowess decides how sexual dominance 

becomes established, being a larger, more powerful male held in comparison to another male 

awards sexual dominance through the feminizing of the lesser male in the eyes of the comparer. 

“Hirohito perfectly exemplified the defeated nation; MacArthur stood completely relaxed and 

projected the confidence that comes from victory” (Bix 550). The reality of Hirohito’s 

subordination to MacArthur was considered so disturbing that the Japanese government 

immediately banned reproduction of the picture, which lead to MacArthur insisting that it be 

published and circulated (550). This image of MacArthur standing next to Hirohito after Japan’s 

defeat communicates MacArthur’s, and by extension America’s, dominance of the Emperor, and 

by extension their dominance of the Japanese nation. “Now a single photograph,” Bix writes, 

“forced them to confront the painful political implications of that [wartime] loss” (550). The 

studium of the photo allows for a punctum that performs a sexualized, body-based colonization 

of Japan.  

Part of what the Allied Forces were doing — whether they were aware of it or not — was 

de-queering the infinite potential of the emperor in the eyes of the Japanese people. “In the two 

decades since he had ascended the Chrysanthemum Throne,” Dower writes, “Emperor Hirohito 

had never once spoken directly to all his subjects… the sovereign’s words had been handed 

down in the form of imperial rescripts—as printed texts, pronouncements humbly read by 

others” (Dower 33). Having been a figure that most Japanese had never seen or heard, the image 

of him in their minds from lack of experience/knowledge exists as one of their own imaginative 

devising, and therefore capable of being on a grander scale, even divine as was heavily promoted 

 
desexualization” (A View From the Bottom 82). For purposes of reading how this photo might have been received in 
its original context, however, it seems appropriate to limit it to a heteronormative lens.  
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through “state Shinto” in order to promote the militaristic government’s intentions and motivate 

the troops (Bix 29). This expansively greater concept of the emperor, beyond definition, exists in 

queer time-space. After Japan’s surrender, the broadcasting of the emperor’s voice over the radio 

and the printing of this photograph next to that of the towering MacArthur serves the purpose of 

demystifying the emperor and heteronormatizing him. As Bix describes, “The emperor they saw 

there was not a living god but a mortal human beside a much older human to whom he now was 

subservient” (550). Giving the emperor — the physical embodiment of Japan — a human voice 

and photographing him in real time-space next to the domineering physical embodiment of the 

Allied Forces, specifically America, with MacArthur, removes Hirohito from the infinite 

potentiality of queer time-space that he had been existing in for most of Japan, instead confining 

him to heteronormative binary definition. Not only that, but his audible and visible codification 

held alongside preconceived expectations of him, images people have of him in their mind’s eye, 

perhaps devalue Hirohito.  

Circulating a photograph of Hirohito next to MacArthur also communicates a definitive 

understanding of Hirohito’s physical stature in comparison to that of MacArthur, establishing 

again a diminutive image in people’s minds, limiting him to this particular image rather than 

infinitely imaginable embodiments of the emperor. Showing how he was significantly shorter 

than MacArthur at a time of humiliating defeat served a purpose for the Allies (again, whether 

calculated or not) to position Japan and by extension its people via the emperor as smaller, 

weaker, and as less than they had believed themselves to be. The Japanese people had been 

encouraged through propaganda focused on centuries of religious tradition to perceive of the 

emperor with infinite potentiality in queer space, and the first thing the Allies did in their victory 

was to remove the emperor from this powerful, uncontainable positionality into a place of 
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confinement, containment, and commodification. In other words: MacArthur’s economic, 

political and spiritual revolution by the Allied Forces was a de-queering of Hirohito from the 

psychological imprisonment of the Japanese people. “The photograph,” Dower states, “ is often 

said to mark the moment when it really came home to most Japanese that they had been 

vanquished and the Americans were in charge” (Dower 293). Dower astutely points out, 

however, that the photograph also established a hospitality of SCAP51 toward the emperor, 

whose destiny in the wake of defeat could have gone in a different direction. This moment marks 

a start of a psychological imprisonment for Japan, though, as the following seven years of Allied 

occupation would further cement in the Japanese mindset their defeat and consequences thereof.  

The disagreement over the taking and distribution of the photograph of General 

MacArthur and Emperor Hirohito led to a series of policies that dictated both new freedoms and 

strictly controlled censorship by the Occupation. “Overnight [on 4 October 1945] thought control 

loosened,” says Bix, “the legal taboo on criticism of the emperor broke, and the whole apparatus 

of laws and ordinances established in order to ‘protect the kokutai’52 came crashing down” (550-

551). Dower adds that “a policy of reeducation… would require not only the active promotion of 

American objectives throughout the media, but also ‘minimum control and censorship’ of the 

press, radio, film, and private communications” (Dower 75). Under U.S. occupation, there was 

censorship in Japanese films of anything that could be subversive to the objectives of the Allied 

occupiers, for example sword fight scenes; American censors worried that “the alleged cruelty of 

such scenes would encourage feudalistic behavior and antidemocratic sentiment among the 

Japanese” (Yoshimoto 71). The Japanese people were being reminded through the repetition of 

 
51 Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers, MacArthur’s official title.  
52 Kokutai is a “national essence” that "to know… is to know the ancestors and, thus, to exhaust loyal intention to 
the emperors” (Walker 146). It is worth noting the kanji of the word: 国 koku refers to a nation, and 体 tai or karada 
while in this context refers to polity is actually the character for body.  
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certain imagery of their occupied status and were being indoctrinated by U.S.-influence on 

popular culture. For example, all goods produced for export during Occupation stamped with the 

“Made in Occupied Japan” country of original label, as mentioned in Chapter 1, the act of 

repeatedly stamping the label would have been a humiliated and dehumanizing act. Artisans 

were forced – by government mandate – to make products palatable for foreign consumption, 

however, both in terms of their exportation to markets abroad and their distribution to foreign 

personnel occupying Japan (see Chapter 1). It may have been just as embarrassing to relive the 

thought of defeat every time one consumed Allied propaganda in films, newspapers, posters… 

all of which employ the power of the photograph. The Japanese people were existing in the state 

of trauma – called kyodatsu53 in Japanese, “exhaustion and despair”– for the prolonged time of 

Occupation (Dower 88). The nation was slowly being fed in subtle-enough ways an idea of what 

it now means to be Japanese, one imported to Japan from the U.S. 

The United States had a very particular way of viewing Japanese people leading up to, 

during, and after the war. Many scholars, such as Emily Roxworthy, Karen Shimakawa, Joshua 

Takano Chambers-Letson, and most recently Jessica Nakamura have researched the lingering 

effects stereotypes of Asians have had on how people of Japanese descent are viewed – 

regardless of how long their families have been in the U.S. – and how those ideas allowed for the 

internment of Japanese Americans into camps after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Systematic 

“abjection from the U.S. body politic” in legal verdicts and propaganda efforts by J. Edgar 

Hoover and the FBI serve in “spectacularizing Americans of Japanese descent” (Roxworthy 18). 

The “mystique of racial and social solidarity” saturates such wartime propaganda (Dower 25). 

 
53 “To attribute the ‘kyodatsu condition’ simply to the shock of defeat would be misleading, however, for exhaustion 
of a deep and complex sort had set in long before 15 August 1945 as a result of the government’s policy of wasting 
its people in pursuit of impossible war objectives” (Dower 104).  
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That racialization serves the purpose for a government in making it possible for its military 

forces to view the abject other, in this case the Japanese people, as a killable enemy, not to 

mention as people who could be removed from their homes and placed in camps within our 

domestic shores, no questions asked. To be Japanese in the United States was to be negatable, 

and this indoctrination went over with the Allied Forces during the Occupation. 

Such stereotypes do not just go away overnight or cease to proliferate. Even though 

Allied Forces won the war, the value of the Japanese body in the American mindset had been 

devalued to the point of erasure. When MacArthur and American forces occupied Japan, they 

took their indoctrinated ideas of Japanese-ness with them. To some, Japanese women were part 

of the “fin-de-siècle male fantasy” of “sexual relations different from that in the West,” like in 

Madame Butterfly (Groos 152). Japanese men were small, weak, and powerless. The Japanese 

body was a thing, dehumanized, devoid of any significant agency. In Japanese people’s 

traumatized state after defeat, with so many of their countrymen dead and their whole way of life 

turned on its head, perhaps some of this devaluing of Japanese worth infiltrated the Japanese 

national and individual psyche. Coupled with the adoption of Western consumerism over time, 

the Japanese people in “the new era of national prosperity” had become indentured to the West 

(Buruma 167). Part of this had to do with the nature of Japan’s new constitution; Japan needing 

to rely on the military protection of non-national forces keeps Japan effectively like children, 

dependent on the adult supervision and protection of the parental figure America, in what 

Buruma refers to as an "infantile dependency on the United States" (176). This humiliating 

pathos devalues and weakens the Japanese body to no more than a commodity of the Other, 

precisely what Mishima trains to resist, writes to rebuke, and strategizes in the grand scheme to 

defeat, even if only by demonstrating the ability to refuse. 
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JAPAN’S SURROGATED NATIONAL BODY IN MISHIMA 

In this section, I want to elaborate on Mishima’s corporeality as an example of 

surrogation, to stand in for the emperor and a pre-westernization Japanese nation, in line with 

yamato damashii. The term surrogation comes from Joseph Roach’s Cities of the Dead: Circum-

Atlantic Performance and refers to “how culture reproduces and re-creates itself” in which 

“cavities created by loss through death or other forms of departure [in this case colonial 

westernization]…survivors attempt to fit satisfactory alternates” and represents a “three-sided 

relationship of memory, performance, and substitution” (Roach 2). As a public figure, the image 

of Mishima’s body serves as a billboard for the re-valuing of the Japanese body in post-

Occupation Japan. Much like Buddhist monks who self-immolate, Mishima used his body as an 

extremely visible and violent advertisement for his cause, a demonstration of the falseness of the 

devaluation of the body. When a religious person lights themselves on fire for a cause, its 

contradiction of given circumstances – a person of peace committing violence, a marginalized 

individual eliciting emotional response – jolts the observer into taking notice, often eliciting 

shock, a response to the unexpected nature of the events in relation to their gut reaction. Mishima 

had been planning his suicide for decades, but the performance of it, where and when it 

happened, matters as a performance to be witnessed, to at the very least draw attention to the 

need to revalue the Japanese body – individual and national – postwar. Mishima was a genius, 

and this fact would not have been lost on him; hence, although a military coup would have been 

a satisfying outcome to his outcry for reclamation of Japanese agency, a coup d’état by a 

minimally influential army would have been a nonstarter. If the army was its penis, then 
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Americans castrated the Japanese nation. A coup was never going to be as effective a means for 

garnering attention to Mishima’s cause as his own climactic end.  

Mishima specifically resists the feminization and colonization of the Japanese body with 

his fascination for bodybuilding and the perfection of the body. Mishima acknowledges 

bodybuilding to be, unfortunately, a non-Japanese import from the west in his introduction to 

Tamotsu Yatō’s photo essay Naked Festival (7), but its usefulness in building bodily bulk for 

greater strength and durability combats societal concerns of Mishima’s expressed in his 

contemporary Hagakure: “men are losing their virility and are becoming just like women” (The 

Way of the Samurai 118). Muscle training adds value to the body by adding bulk, and added 

corporeal mass increases each body’s worth to the Emperor, who desires to control the soldier’s 

body as his limbs. Through sacrificing his body, Mishima chisels and strengthens it to perfection 

for the Emperor. Through bodybuilding, Mishima reclaims his body for himself, for the 

Emperor, and for Japan.  

In his introduction to the photography book Naked Festival by Tamotsu Yatō, Mishima 

refers to “sacred nakedness,” nakedness done in accordance with and for the purpose of a 

religious act, as being “closely related to Shinto, the primitive folk religion of Japan which was 

soon to be made into an official organ of the state” (Yatō 9). He refers here to the Imperial 

army’s adoption of Shinto as the state religion, with particular attention placed on its emphasis of 

the Emperor’s divine ancestry in Amaterasu. The use of the word organ makes a direct parallel 

between the body of the state with a corporal body. An organ in a physical body constitutes not 

the whole but rather one component, one piece of the machine that the body uses to functions in 

accordance with other organs. As such, the Shinto religion represents one facet of the body of the 

Japanese state (at least the one during the war). This connects with the Meiji declaration of the 
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emperor being the head to the body of the Japanese people. Here again, discussion of the 

physical body identifies a component of the national body.  

In the context of the Shinto religion, Mishima’s body can be seen as having been purified 

in order to be made an offering to the kami54 of Japan. Many Shinto rituals rely on the 

purification of the body, and the offerings to the gods are supposed to be pure and clean. 

Mishima purified his body through physical wellness; he strived for his body to be at peak 

physical condition at the time of his death. Tamotsu Yatō documents his toned physique in 

ubiquitous fundoshi55-clad images of the author as a samurai either posed in snow or as if 

committing seppuku, or by Kishin Shinoyama in his photo of Mishima as Saint Sebastian, just to 

name a few. His perfected body would serve as a sacrifice, consistent with his desire to make 

himself a martyr for his cause with his death, an offering not meant for fellow mortals but instead 

for something higher, greater, and divine.  

Mishima did not just view the training of his body in a superficial way, although as an 

aesthete and an artist he and those he surrounded himself with were able to see the beauty of the 

body, among other things. While Mishima admits that bodybuilding to be a Western import in 

his introduction to Yatō’s Naked Festival, the act of training the body generally is not. Mishima 

practiced kendo, training his body in the martial art, giving himself a set of physicalized tools to 

protect the body through actions of the body. Bodybuilding, specifically using weight training to 

increase strength, coupled with his practice of kendo serve to give Mishima a body capable of 

being used as a weapon. In the feminized state of the Japanese male body under colonization, 

 
54 Once again, kami are “the deities of the Shinto religion” (Reader 1). They are gods, spirits, or “[t]raditionally 
anything that inspired a sense of awe” (25).   
55 A fundoshi is a traditional male undergarment made from a single cloth that is tucked, wound, and tied as a 
loincloth about the pelvis. While this is considered traditional Japanese underwear for men, today fundoshi are 
considered primarily festival attire, niche apparel, or a specifically a symbol of gay erotica. In that regard, we can 
see how Mishima being photographed in such a garment communicates multiple meanings.  
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using the antithesis as a form of retaliation usurps the prescribed narrative. Mishima took a form 

of bodily manipulation popularized by the colonizer and used it as a way of transforming his 

body into the opposite of the colonized body. Acts of the body are potentially decolonizing 

actions. Mishima training his body subtly subverts ways to place it in a measurable state of 

readiness, capable of being used autonomously, thus decolonizing it from outside influence.  

In 1948, in the middle of Allied occupation, General Douglas MacArthur stood steadfast 

to “his principles” that Japan should be a “Switzerland of the Pacific,” meaning they would 

maintain a neutral political standpoint like that of Switzerland in Europe (Buruma 157). But it 

was arguably MacArthur's pride and ego that prevented the Japanese from getting back an 

independent army, despite John Foster Dulles having been sent to Tokyo from Washington to 

pressure for the rebuilding of a Japanese army (156). Washington requesting Japan’s military 

autonomy made sense; it did not seem financially or politically sustainable to require a country 

like Japan to rely on military protection by non-national forces. Being without an army would 

keep Japan effectively like a child, with an “infantile dependency on the United States,” 

dependent on the adult supervision and protection of the parental figure U.S. (Buruma 

176). Buruma points out the “price of pacifism is a total dependency on others to defend you” 

(152). This mirrors one of the main arguments by Mishima for the need for an army. An 

independent army of the nation for the nation symbolizes independence and sovereignty. This 

also connects to Mishima's fervent support for the ideological placement of the emperor to serve 

as the Japanese people’s pinnacle, because the Japanese body lacks a head in defeat56. Given the 

feminization and castration of Japan via the Emperor at the hands of MacArthur, regaining an 

army would have been equivalent to Japan's reclaiming its masculinity in the modern world.  

 
56 This is similar to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. For some time, Abe has been pushing for Japan to reestablish an 
autonomous army. To do this would mean rewriting the pacifist Constitution of Japan, adopted in 1947. 



 

 110 

The corporeal body and the national body share the characteristic need for healthy 

balance and coordinated flow of their working parts for the mechanical efficiency that keeps 

them effectively functioning, and the moment a foreign agent enters their system it interrupts 

functionality. Perhaps those most aware of the similar natures of their physical and political 

states of being, most in touch with their bodies, are best situated to call out corruption. In his 

analysis of postwar Japan, Buruma refers to a young porn movie actor who protested a corrupt 

deal between the Japanese government and the Lockheed Corporation in 1976 by flying his light 

plane into Lockheed’s Tokyo headquarters, killing himself. He was dressed in a kamikaze 

uniform, and his last words were “Long live the emperor!” (170). The actions by this man 

parallel Mishima’s death. Unfortunately, Buruma refers to the young man’s actions as a “farce” 

that “echo[es] the tragedies of history”, as if the defiant act – death – of this young man was 

somehow less serious in its performance than the original that came before it. I disagree with this 

interpretation, and instead see this young man and Mishima himself as more attuned to 

corruption within the national body and more inclined to take actions to push against such 

corruption precisely because of their hyperawareness of the physical body via performance – a 

hyperawareness gleaned from performing in porn and bodybuilding, respectively – and the 

body’s parallel to the nation.  

In some ways, these political demonstrations harken back to porn studies and the concept 

of power bottoming, which connects to the now-effeminized state of Japan after defeat in World 

War II. In A View from the Bottom, Nguyen discusses the gay porn industry’s creation of a rigid 

binary structure for those who dominate and those who get dominated, which in sexual terms 

means those penetrating and penetrated. Nguyen points out, though, that “although dominant 

perceptions of top-bottom roles understand the top as dominant and active and the bottom as 
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submissive and passive, the power dynamics between the two positions are much more 

multifaceted” (7). The submitting bottom takes on active control within the negotiated 

interaction without having to relinquish or refuse their position. In other words, the binary 

structure queers. In terms of Mishima, the body of Japan has been forced into a submissive, 

passive state (a bottom position) to Allied occupation’s dominance. MacArthur has infantilized 

Japan as a submissive feminine figure, organizing the restructuring of the country as to be 

dependently reliant on American assistance, particularly in a militarily sense. The United States 

would be the father figure, the top, the dominant of Japan. Buruma points out that "[m]ost 

Japanese were politically stupefied by the new era of national prosperity" under American 

occupation (167). The ego-building effect that money has on individuals can placate restless 

people, proving destructive to any efforts dependent on shared perspectives and goals, such as 

the Tokyo student movements of the 1950s and Mishima’s desired political revolution57. Buruma 

refers to this as a "Political sandman" (167). So, Mishima calls out the need for Japan to once 

again have an army, to make the country independent of American military power for defending 

its national body. Not fully independent, from this middle position, this queer perspective, 

Mishima defiantly power bottoms the United States for Japan, claiming agency while at the same 

time accepting the nature of the relationship58. 

Mishima acknowledges, in his writing, lifestyle, and personal narrative, an awareness that 

the body’s subjection (his in particular) to aging, existing in a state of perpetual dying. In his 

youth, Mishima repeatedly wrote under self-portraits, “I am paying attention to my health so that 

I may live until I am 150 years old” (Inose 311). Later in October 1968, Mishima espoused a 

 
57 I must credit Marianne McDonald for this insight. McDonald once told me, “Prosperity is a way to enslave; 
American commercialism and consumerism are like chains.” 
58 In this regard, Abe replaced the emperor in stature as the literal head of the body of the nation. Between the two 
men, however, Mishima attempts to power bottom the United States and Abe tries to make Japan a top once again.58 
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belief refined in this doctrine: “Words used for political action are soiled words. To revive the 

traditions of the samurai and the way of the warriors (bushidō), which are so vital in Japanese 

culture, I have chosen a way without words, a way of silence” (Scott-Stokes 158). His muscular 

body poetically coincides with Mishima’s perspective that the body must be perfect to greet 

death, which also aligns with samurai philosophy. The film version of his short story Patriotism 

precisely embodies this. In the film, scenographic elements presented are pristine: the white set 

of the house, the crisp fabric of the woman’s kimono and the man’s military uniform, the 

formality of their movements, even the paleness of the woman’s skin when undressed. The 

perfection culminates in the man impaling his shirtless torso with his blade.  

The controversy inherent in Mishima predetermining his suicide years in advance and 

under perfect conditions suggests not masochism but rather actions toward martyrdom that 

actualizes a queer perspective. Joel Black points out in The Aesthetics of Murder that martyrs “as 

the Greek meaning of the word suggests, were “witnesses” as well as victims” (Black 67). This 

duality of martyrdom, that combines benevolence (witnessing) with tragedy (victimization), 

suggests queer synchronicity that accepts death as reaching toward the divine while also standing 

by the conviction of a cause. The martyrdom of Jesus, for example, brought him closer to God, 

but the conviction of Jesus to save mankind for their sins through his death on the cross also 

allowed for salvation. Death can be viewed from multiple perspectives and presenting various 

opportunities for change. With Mishima, his suicide was a sacrifice of love and an enactment of 

conviction on several levels. At his peak of physical health, after having just completed the final 

book in his tetralogy, with his lover by his side to assist in completing the act, Mishima found 

what he considered the perfect time and the most poetically beauty way to die. It was done after 

calling for soldiers to stage a military coup, but that context was merely the set-up for the main 
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event, the soapbox for one last grand gesture toward influencing the world in which Mishima 

was ahead of his time. Had Mishima’s speech on the balcony actually inspired the soldiers below 

to overthrow the Japanese government loyal to American interests and elevate the emperor back 

to head of the nation, Japan would certainly be in a far different state today, as would public 

perception of Mishima. One cannot help but feel that nothing for Mishima would have changed 

that day. His death was a performance long rehearsed, perfectly advertised, and there was no 

going back.  

Mishima’s final act of both defiance and utter devotion to the emperor was a violent 

performance of reclamation in which Mishima used his body, his literal guts, to rend Japan out of 

the state of complacency it had been hypnotized into by the aftermath of the war. Japan had 

become a colonized state, redefined in its trauma as something it wasn’t, something in the ideal 

of its American occupiers. Mishima’s unique position both in the upper echelons of Japanese 

society – descendent of a samurai lineage, prominent family connections, a successful and 

famous author in his own right – and within its subversive queer subcultures allows Mishima to 

see all the hypocrisies, the forgotten legacies, and what he believed to be the Truth of Nation that 

so many others could not. Mishima used his fame as a platform to jostle his sleeping nation from 

its induced slumber. His suicide may have been focused on himself, but his genius had both 

stringently defined limits and boundless fluidity that defies such strict definition. Mishima also 

knew (perhaps his whole life) that the grand gesture of his death performance could serve a 

purpose, by utilizing his body as the nation for the ultimate act of decolonization, to sacrifice 

himself so that his death could inspire a denial of American reminiscent nostalgia and a return of 

Japan to proximal nostalgia with its past. In addition to all the things Mishima accomplished over 
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the course of his life and career, his life’s goal became the identification of the appropriate time, 

place, and reason for his suicide to have the most impact.  

During the war, Japan’s willingness to continue fighting against a Western enemy they 

acknowledged they were unable to defeat, which Buruma refers to as "national suicide" (115), in 

some ways parallels Mishima’s postwar seppuku. Some scholars, such as Paul J. Bailey and even 

filmmaker Paul Schrader, generalize Mishima’s suicide as a spur-of-the-moment decision, his 

Plan B, based on his failure to sway the SDF soldiers with his balcony speech. MacArthur 

likewise mistook the Japanese body’s willingness to die as weakness, as opposed to strength and 

honor in the samurai way that Mishima championed. Others such as Clinton Elliott, however, 

correctly see that countless examples exist where Mishima spoke of death by suicide, 

demonstrating that the idea of suicide as an end to life was not unknown to him. His artistic 

depictions of and personal comments on the act portray it favorably, as an honorable act of 

fortitude and conviction. One might say Mishima romanticized death by suicide, but that implies 

negative connotations antithetical to romantic positivism. Rather, Mishima came at the idea of 

suicide from a pre-Christian, pre-Occupation standpoint, free of stigma and based on a time 

when the samurai warrior code preserved a sense of honor. His suicide was an affirmation rather 

than a surrender. 

 

(RE)CONTEXTUALIZING MISHIMA TODAY 

For this final portion, I introduce the idea of one final image, that of Mishima’s severed 

head, as a photographic demonstration of the usurping of Mishima’s surrogation narrative in 

order to definitely put his perspective into question. With this critical understanding, I argue for 
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the revisiting of Mishima’s narratives toward a nuanced examining of him not only as queer but 

also as an advocate for proximal nostalgia of pre-Meiji Japan.   

As established in Chapter 1, the nation of Japan confronts national trauma with the events 

surrounding World War II, as well as a period of national post-trauma in the wake of Allied 

Occupation. Diana Taylor in Disappearing Acts states that “Terror systems transform human 

bodies into surfaces, available for political inscription” (298), but I believe the same can be said 

for periods of trauma and post-trauma; trauma, perhaps caused by terror and others traumatizing 

actions, transform bodies into politically inscribable surfaces. On a national scale, this makes 

nations susceptible to political redefinition, and redefinition of the nation’s perception of time-

space. Mishima offers his body as a surrogate for Japan – one in the spirit of yamato damashii, 

prior to war defeat and economic colonization – in photographs that depict him as a samurai 

willing to sacrifice himself for the nation. He eventually makes the ultimate sacrifice with that 

surrogation by offering up his body in real life to elicit change that otherwise isn’t coming, and 

indeed with such an extreme act one would think that complacency would be interrupted in the 

shock of the events. There may have been an initial shock; Flanagan makes the argument that 

with his seppuku “Mishima succeeded in the impossible — in stopping time” (Yukio Mishima 

243). However, his surrogated body gets quickly usurped, posthumously manipulated to be a 

demonstration of power by the colonizer/colonized on the nation. Flanagan paints a picture of 

what that moment was like for the public: “Some people, when they heard the name “Mishima” 

constantly repeated on the radio and television, assumed that he had won the Nobel Prize for 

Literature. Instead, that evening’s edition of the Asahi Shimbun—the paper’s top-selling edition 

ever—carried a photograph of Mishima’s severed head” (“Importance of Being Yukio 

Mishima”). With the investigation into the events and crime scene of November 25, authorities 
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took a now-infamous picture for evidence of Mishima’s severed head: its eyes closed, mouth 

slightly open with the tongue held visible between the teeth, a white hachimaki headband 

emblazed with the imperial slogan 七⽣報國 shichishō hōkoku, or “Serve the Nation for Seven 

Lifetime,” placed on a clean white surface and background, and labeled with a Arabic number 

one evidence placard59. With no visible blood or mutilated flesh, it simply looks like a disjointed 

head. This photo subsequently leaked to the public, and is now readily available on the internet, 

which has led to macabre artistic homages60. By staging his severed head, photographing it, and 

that very evening distributing that photograph in the Asahi Shimbun newspaper on a national 

scale, a message was once again sent to the nation’s people: Mishima and all he represented died.  

Much like the image of MacArthur and Hirohito distributed after Japan’s defeat in the 

Second World War, mass distribution of the image of Mishima’s head conveyed a message of 

defeat, powerlessness, and — when considering the hyper-masculine public persona that 

Mishima had become associated with — an emasculation of the perspective he represented. Both 

images had an affect that enforced a colonization of a once sovereign nation through the 

capturing (an interesting word choice in photography when considering the connotation) of the 

nation’s body – in Emperor Hirohito and Mishima – in time and space, dominated by an outside 

power. Unlike the Emperor, however, who remained alive to somewhat guide the re-

narrativization of his image, Mishima was not. It seems that he had hoped his final act, the 

ultimate sacrifice, would not only rewrite the narrative of the Japanese nation but also cement his 

own. Instead, after his death, his narrative was left vulnerable to being rewritten by the colonial 

West, his wife, and even those charged with recounting his narrative, his biographers. With one 

 
59 I am choosing to describe and not show this image out of respect for Mishima. 
60 Products utilizing depictions of Mishima’s severed head range from paintings and statuary to even songs. The UK 
punk band The Sniveling Shits recorded a song titled “Bring Me the Head of Yukio Mishima” in the early 1980s 
about the events of November 25 and the author’s severed head.  
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photograph of his dismembered head, the certainty of his narrative being locked in place for the 

advancement of his political, philosophical, intellectual, and frankly queer perspectives was lost. 

Even if he identified privately as heterosexual, as Muramatsu and those after him suggest, which 

again we can never prove, the photograph does do the work to silence the queerness of his 

narrative Mishima had cultivated. This is the power of the photograph, which Mishima 

understood but perhaps underestimated, at least in the hands of the adversaries of his narrative. 

For those that felt the posthumous perpetuation of his queer, historically charged narrative were 

either dangerous, embarrassing, or problematic, the image of Mishima’s severed head solidified 

that in the grand scheme he had lost. Proximal nostalgia and its queer time-space had lost. 

Moving forward, the Japanese nation would have a nostalgia for the past that kept it at a 

distance, no longer needing to strive to bring it to the present, instead commodifying its cultural 

heritage to the realm of tourism and bygone days as the nation instead recreated itself in the 

image of the West.  

Context can either normalize or ostracize, and an assertion of (re)context can change 

something’s meaning. Imagery such as Reni’s Saint Sebastian can be contextualized with 

religious awe or eroticism; Mishima admits to having read the image as erotic in spite of its 

divine and violent components (he found those erotic, too). However, blessing the erotic 

normalizes it in a religious context. In other words, St. Sebastian’s nearly naked body has its 

eroticism stripped from it, in a way castrating the image, asserting that the religiousness trumps 

its eroticism for visual significance. For those able to disregard the religious context, such as 

Mishima, the image re-empowers through its eroticism – for Mishima its homoeroticism. 

Another example of this in art can be found in the work of Caravaggio, whose scenes of religious 

importance are also realistically violent and graphic, particularly for their time. In a secular 
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context, his art could easily have been construed as vulgar and disturbing. However, Caravaggio 

was sanctioned by the church and aristocratic patrons, so the religious context allowed his work 

to be culturally accepted.  

The concept of context critically situates Mishima within an unacceptable cultural 

context so that he and his work remain controversial to this day. This may be why Mishima used 

for his subject in plays and novels controversial figures assigned to be villainous in the binary 

divide between good and bad in the context of their time, such as Adolf Hitler in his play Hitler, 

My Friend and the Marquis de Sade in the play Madame de Sade. The Marquis de Sade, for 

example, did not have a context within the culture he lived in that allowed him and his work to 

be accepted, and as a result he was eventually locked up for it, in other words removed from 

society, the dominant context. In modern times, thanks to existentialists, Sade has had a revival, 

redeeming the merits of his work and lifestyle; in other words, repositioning Sade to a context in 

the present that better contextualizes him allows his significance to be seen. This may be exactly 

a reason why Mishima had such an affinity for Sade, because he saw in him his own unfavorable 

context and the possibility of redemption in future readings of his work and biography.  

I would argue that Western scholarship has yet to adequately provide Mishima a more 

appropriate context in the present for the merit of his contributions, which he would have now 

with the advent of post-structuralism and queer theory, and I want to lay the groundwork for that. 

The most engaging exploration of the possibilities has been Damian Flanagan’s Yukio Mishima, 

which uniquely examines Mishima’s biography in a series of scholarly essays, offering insight 

through particularly lenses of examination such as time. While I would argue he deserves to be 

posthumously awarded the Nobel Prize that twice eluded him, I can settle for a new context that 

elevates Mishima to a position of significance in the historical perspective of queerness, as 
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someone who was ahead of his time. Western society has found a home for Sade in the context 

of politics mixed with eroticism; Mishima deserves to be found such a context, too. I choose to 

fight against the popularized notion of Mishima as a political extremist who went crazy and 

killed himself in defeat, and instead put him into the proper context as a queer political hero who 

used his body to stand up for Japanese national agency in the face of American domination. 

Unlike Rankin in Mishima: Aesthetic Terrorist, however, who resists “connecting Mishima to his 

times but in demonstrating the originality and consistency of this thinking and the ingenuity with 

which he creates his character,” I am precisely focused on the time-space context of Mishima, 

specifically the power of his body as a decolonizing force for change to time-space (10). I 

believe that it would be best to acknowledge how Hiraoka as Mishima, whether he was aware of 

it or not, fought for a traditional relationship with the past that existed in Japan for centuries, 

which relationally was proximal nostalgia, closer to Japan’s traditional relationality to queer 

time-space.  

There has been a strict, heavy-handed curation of Yukio Mishima’s estate and his greater 

post-death image by his wife. Yoko Hiraoka, who Mishima was married to for twelve years 

(from 1958 until his death), has held strict control over his public image since his death. While in 

life Mishima seems to have relished the attention that his public image provided him, his wife 

made a concerted effort to remove the publicly pervasive knowledge of her husband’s queerness 

by denying it at every opportunity.61 Yōko rebuked the biographical depiction of Mishima in 

Paul Schrader’s cinematic masterpiece Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters, insisting that the 

film’s moments depicting the author’s queerness were pure fantasy; she disregarded the 

 
61 This seems to reflect the times we live in now, where something untrue said enough erases or at least obscures the 
truth from public consciousness. In fact, the element of truth seems to be evolving. Since 2017, repeated references 
to “fake news” as a means of accusing news of being false dominates, while more recently emphasis on 
unsubstantiated news being not fake, or fictionalized truth, has been gaining popularity. See the Conclusion. 
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homosexual, sadomasochistic imagery as a fictional world created by the film’s writer, irrelevant 

to Mishima’s (Kimitake Hiraoka’s) life. Later, the children of Mishima also fought against the 

perpetuation of the image that their father was having homosexual relationships while married to 

their mother. Mishima’s supposed longtime lover Jiro Fukushima published his book Yukio 

Mishima: Sword and Winter Red in 1998, in which he included letters between the two men and 

detailed accounts of their sexual experiences. Noriko Tomita and Iichiro Hiraoka, Mishima’s 

daughter and son respectively, who inherited the rights to their father’s estate, sued for copyright 

infringement and libel. The insistence of Mishima’s wife and children on silencing the possibility 

of his queerness can perhaps be seen as a response to their sense of embarrassment as high-born 

socialites who were humiliated by their husband’s/father’s flaunting of his sexual interests. 

However, their embarrassment and reaction relates to a greater pandemic: the cultural refusal of 

queerness in Japan that has been perpetuated since the nation’s forced westernization, primarily 

at the hands of Christianity’s forbidding prohibition of homosexuality within its doctrine and the 

repercussions therefrom, not to mention the heteronormativity of Western consumerism and its 

desire to produce more consumers through procreation.62  

After all, it was only a year after Mishima’s death in 1971 that the release of the first gay 

magazine of Japan, Barazoku, caused an anarchistic uproar in Japan (Mackintosh 25). Jonathan 

D. Mackintosh in Homosexuality and Manliness in Postwar Japan points out an overt 

homophobia in Japan in the years around Mishima’s death, though, so the mere act of Mishima 

writing about homosexuality in his work speaks to his cultural bravery. Perhaps bodybuilding, 

making his body into a fit and ready weapon, prepared Mishima for his ultimate act of defiance 

 
62 Japan’s birthrate has been in steady decline over the last several decades, leading to a national crisis within 
capitalistic society. Some corporations, such as Canon, have issued strict end-of-workday rules to encourage the 
workers to go home and “make families.”  
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in a war over the sovereignty of his nation. Mackintosh also suggests the idea of the anus as a 

both a taboo and a desired location, the point at which the masculine can be transformed to the 

effeminate, connecting the occupation with America’s feminization of Japan, and suggesting the 

feminization of the nation as one of the things that leads to widespread homophobia in Japan by 

the 1970s. However, Naoki Inose and Hiraoki Sato in Persona: A Biography of Yukio Mishima 

suggest that Confessions of a Mask, which launched Mishima to fame, was not the first time a 

homosexuality-themed story was released, arguing that his friend and literary rival Yasunari 

Kawabata’s The Boy was published the same year (174). In fact, sexual confession stories had 

been popular before the war, censured during the war, and became trendy again with 

Occupation-driven free speech (173-4).  

Homosexuality was a part of Edo era culture, particularly among the samurai class. 

Mishima himself was drawn to the samurai lineage partially because of its more fluid attitudes 

toward human sexuality and the emotional bonds between individuals regardless of their gender, 

long before the widespread adoption of Western gender binaries and heteronormative ideals63. 

Ahead of his time considering his resonance with queer and sexual theories of today, Mishima in 

his work and lifestyle harkens back to a pre-Meiji time when Japanese society seems to have 

been willing to accept non-“traditional” ideas. Indeed, what we consider “traditional” Japanese 

society today was formed in the years of great innovation and creativity that existed during the 

Tokugawa period of relative national isolation. The opening and modernizing of Japan was 

initiated for many reasons, but its immediate goal was to emulate other nations, particularly in 

Europe and America, in order to present a specific national image to the rest of the world. Some 

say it was for protection, others say it was economically motivated, but whatever the reason the 

 
63 This was in no small part thanks to Christian missionaries, in particular the Jesuits.  
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country was forced by its rulers to shift from an identity that was reflective of its people and its 

past to one reflective of others outside its borders. Part of what this meant was a shift from a 

heteronormative to a homonormative cultural time-space: “Homo not only threaten masculinity 

and gender relations, they jeopardize the nation. In fact, the anti-homo sense of besiegement was 

not simply a figurative statement regarding the sex act and gender, but an expression informed 

by the idea of the nation-state and notions of racial and cultural purity” (Mackintosh 36). 

Although Mishima embraced the usefulness of a global brand, his identity throughout his life 

was one in search of a connection with the Japanese national identity he felt had been lost over 

time by embracing the queer time-space of Japan’s homonormative past.  

A stagnant national identity does not exist, however; nations forever change. Benedict 

Anderson refers to a nation as an imagined community, in other words the co-production of a 

group of people that share a unified belief in their being connected in some way. This connection 

goes beyond race and class, although race and class often factor into defining a nation.64 The idea 

of Nation itself depends on a binary structure. As Giorgio Agamben describes in his work, the 

idea of the other and the boundary that separates the nation from the outside Other are the very 

things that must exist for the nation to be defined. Using the terms queer or queerness in this 

context as something existing between binary points proves beneficial. Following Immanuel 

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781), when a thesis and its antithesis are defined, two points at 

each end of a line are defined, thus creating a binary structure (479-80). Then with Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte in Foundations of the Science of Knowledge (1794), when these two points are 

 
64 In the case of Japan, despite many researchers claiming the historic origins of Japanese people lie in a migration 
of people primarily from the Korean peninsula, the Japanese people unify under many things that define them 
distinctively from other peoples, refusing any lineage other than their own. In fact, the divine origin of Japan –
having been created by Izanagi and Izanami (male and female)  – and the divine lineage of the imperial family 
tracing back to the sun goddess Amaterasu, as the preferred origin myth was promoted by Imperialists.  
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defined, a point existing in the middle of those points can be synthesized, and from that point to 

another antithetical point another center point can be found, restarting the cycle ad infinitum. 

Queer theory provides, through the use of the word queer, a way of describing broadly but 

without confining terminology that which exists both between two points on a binary but also 

beyond that line, above it, around it, cattycorner from it.  

To give a visual example, when using photo editing software to adjust the black and 

white balance of an image, the two ends of the balancing line are full black and full white. Any 

imaginable combination of the two make every shade of gray in between, technically accounting 

in language as gray even when the shades of balance fall so close to one side of the binary or the 

other, imperceptibly not being fully black or fully white to the naked eye. This vast range of 

grays represents queer space between a binary. In this analogy, every color existing beyond black 

and white as well, like red and green, also defines queer space. And while companies that deal in 

colors name and categorize every color they can identify from this infinite array of possibilities, 

mathematically no limit truly exists to the number of color combinations there are. Similarly, no 

one word can truly tie down the vast possibilities that exist beyond categorization and structure. 

In Derrida’s essay on Artaud, Artaud the Moma, he explains that what drove Artaud mad was his 

inability to find the wording, and that perhaps the lack of definability drove Artaud mad, because 

an infinite cycle of (re)definition in an obsessive state of mind can find no solace (Derrida). The 

struggle of communicating in a post-structural construct lies in the inability to define anything 

lest to put a structure around it, defeating the point of trying to explain the unstructured. 

Likewise, ma within Japanese aesthetic theory, defined as “gap” or “the space between two 

structural parts,” as its fundamental level of understanding something cannot be itself a thing 

unless what the thing is not also becomes apparent. For example, a flower defines not only the 
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idea of a flower itself, but also everything around and outside the flower create the space in 

which flower exists. In a bilateral sense, something defines itself (Self) and also what it is not 

(Other). The literary work of Mishima highlights ma as queer place surrounding his persona, his 

masks, that hide Hiraoka’s Truth. Thus, a correlation exists between ma and proximal nostalgia: 

the queer temporality of ma coincides with the dichotomous mugen of proximal nostalgia.  

Famed female impersonator Tamasaburō said that Mishima’s play The Black Lizard 

represents ‘the real Mishima,’ the one without a mask, and that too often Mishima felt 

“compelled by his pride and ambition to don the mask of the intellectual writer or the right-wing 

political activist” (Tokage 242). Interestingly, in the film adaptation of the play, not only did 

Mishima’s transvestite acquaintance Miwa Akihiro play the lead female antagonist Madame 

Midorikawa, also known as Black Lizard, but Mishima himself portrayed a perfect physique 

frozen by Black Lizard, which she unapologetically caresses and admires. If Tamasaburō 

correctly observes the “real” Mishima as represented with The Black Lizard, and Mishima cast 

himself in that role, it may be concluded that The Black Lizard represents the turmoil within 

Mishima between his queerness and his idea of what a man should be, and that Mishima’s true 

self relates to perceptions of him through the body. Not a farfetched notion, so much of 

Mishima’s writings focus on actions related to or occurring from the body, many times his own. 

In fact, his final act – committing seppuku in the Ichigaya Camp of the Japan Self Defense Force 

– was a gesture that he had written about, talked about, suggested, rehearsed, and reenacted 

countless times in his writings, at public appearances, during lectures, and in the filmed version 

of his short story Patriotism. In the black and white film, blood stands in for ink as the liquid 

gushes forth to cover the white set like a sumi-e being painted. Mishima’s body – not the pen, not 

the sword, not the government, and not even the emperor – was the ultimate tool for revealing 
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his true self below the mask, and like Artaud it requires the puncturing of the confining structure 

(the body) to convey the ideas that lie beyond it. Mishima stabs his body and utilizes his blood in 

one final attempt to plead his case for the sake of the nation, a Japan that had been 

recontextualized by outside powers to better fit their occidental understanding of it. With this act 

of seppuku, actor and character, flesh and mask, the last prominent figure fighting for proximal 

nostalgia with Japan’s past Self, lost the battle to the west’s reminiscent nostalgia, capitalism, 

and a new vision for a once-sovereign nation in defeat.  

In the next chapter, I leave postwar Japan behind and enter discussion of the modern 

West. However, I will not leave what the first chapters have laid out so far. Instead, modeling the 

importance of proximal nostalgia, I take time-space of the past and bring it into simultaneity with 

the present, to hold them in conversation in order to examine how yamato damashii, the spirit of 

Japan, might still offer a great deal to justify, offer insight on, and provide terminology and 

context for examining the role that arts play in society. In the next chapter, I look at acting 

pedagogy in order to once again examine the body as a surrogate of the nation, only this time 

offering the actor as an ideal surrogate for engaging with proximal nostalgia for the good of the 

individual and ultimately the nation.  
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Chapter 3 

Shamanic Meisner: post-Method acting pedagogy and nostalgic potentiality 

Life happens in the moment. It happens to us now, when we’re involved. If I’m 
living in the past, I’m not really alive. I’m focusing on something that’s already 
done. If I’m thinking about the future, and I’m worried, again I’m thinking about 
something that’s not real. It hasn’t happened yet. The only thing that’s real is 
what’s going on between you and me right now, right here, in this moment. 

—Sanford Meisner, Sanford Meisner Master Class (0:16:17-0:16:37) 
 

For this next chapter, I show how theatrical artistry as a laboratory of time-space shifts 

cultural consciousness – at the very least in the United States – toward a positive relationality to 

nostalgia and in so doing toward less selfish interpersonal interactions. The previous chapters’s 

case studies of postwar Japan and Yukio Mishima offer relevant historical positionality for 

nuanced contextualization of nostalgias through juxtaposition, showing what was lost and gained 

in Japan’s national adoption of Western modalities. In doing so, these earlier chapters also serve 

in establishing a context for positioning America’s relationality to nostalgia, specifically one 

reminiscent to the benefit of Western capitalism. Shifting from Japan to the occidental subject of 

the United States as a culture, nation, and citizenry that are unable to connect, commune, and 

communicate gets closer toward the objective of this dissertation: to showcase the merits of 

future-focused proximal nostalgia over past-focused reminiscent nostalgia in contemporary 

discourse. I argue that Japan’s long tradition of nostalgic philosophies for understanding time-

space, as covered in the first two chapters, speak to these issues and offer ways forward for 

understanding performance as the means for connection. Japan provides insight to the issues the 

U.S. faces through the lens of performance; in this context, we can diagnose symptomatic 

problems plaguing the American theatre. I argue that as a reflection of the greater society, theatre 

both demonstrates the pulse of the zeitgeist writ large and serves as a direct line for possible 
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shifts of collective mindset. So, to tap into the efficacy and potentiality of theatre’s microcosmic 

power ultimately provides the avenue for macrocosmic cultural change.  

Japan remains my source of inspiration and perspective on nostalgia within the Western 

acting pedagogy, which does not mean American thinking somehow missed the mark entirely in 

terms of conceptualizing time-space of the mind; instead, the United States refrains from giving 

much context to perspectives within a similar realm of thinking but from unfamiliar sources, 

which readily explains the post-colonialist and intercultural studies lenses that address the 

historic privileging of occidental frameworks in colonized territories. Such an exploration, 

however, would be a complicated path to go down, particularly when discussing Japan. 

Historians on both sides of the Pacific invest in the narrative that Japan was not colonized by 

Western powers as other Asian nations were, despite the unprecedented period of Occupation 

following World War II in which American had “unilateral control over Japan”65 (Dower 23). 

Indeed, the narratives that are created, taught, and believed sometimes blindly influence the way 

things get approached, often at the disregard of other modes of equal relevance. For this reason, I 

plan to bridge the intersection between Japanese and American acting through their shared queer 

potentiality, normalizing concepts and theories that have been relegated to Otherness.  

In the wake of Mishima, postwar Japan demonstrates a cultural shift away from time-

space cohesion in proximal nostalgia to time-space separation in reminiscent nostalgia. I argue 

that past-focused reminiscent nostalgia of Japan, a capitalistic model promoted by the United 

States during Japan’s period of national post-trauma, hinders individual and cultural connectivity 

in its separation from the potentiality of queer time-space. The question then becomes what 

might theatre practitioners – at least at the individual level – gain from engaging (again) with 

 
65 Arguably, American still exerts a great deal of control over Japan both militaristically and economically today. 
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future-focused proximal nostalgia, and how might they do so. I provide answers to these 

questions in order to reposition the discourse around particular veins of acting pedagogies, 

particularly that of Sanford Meisner, so that one might see the parallels between American and 

Japanese modes without complicated binarization, allowing the two to be reconciled within 

queer time-space. 

Japan has a history of performative engagement with queer time-space that the west, 

especially America, systematically stripped away, from the time of Commodore Perry through 

Allied Occupation up to today. I see Mishima as the last prominent figure to make a grand, 

performative final stand against this elimination of queer time-space engagement, but his gesture 

failed in its objective to stay the cultural shift. Through my research, I argue that the West had 

historic engagement with queer time-space, specifically through the concept of the Sublime, and 

lost such engagement with the advent of industrialized capitalism. Based on this assumption, I 

identify that the United States now has, with work by great practitioners and theorists like 

Meisner and Zarrilli, tools for reengaging with queer time-space. Where the first two chapters 

establish a context and vocabulary for understanding queer time-space through the lens of 

postwar Japan, the next two chapters offer subsequent identification of existing potentiality in 

contemporary American theatre for (re)engaging with queer time-space. That said, I do not 

intend for this work to read as either a white savior or colonialist narrative; instead, my intension 

offers a pathway for consideration toward reclamation of principles and as a validation of 

Japan’s global contributions to ways of valuing, theorizing, and practicing theatrical performance 

in relation to time-space.  

In this chapter, I begin by establishing the philosophical foundation of the West that 

influenced American acting, setting up philosophical trajectory that led to Sanford Meisner’s 
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particular methodology. From there, I detail how Meisner’s techniques correlate to shamanic 

potentiality shared with Japanese traditional performance. Finally, I make the argument that 

Meisner technique, used in correlation with Japanese and Asia-inspired methodologies that 

followed Meisner, engages with nostalgia proximally and therefore offers the greatest potential 

for individual engagement with queer time-space’s infinite potentiality.  

 

CONNECTING THE SUBLIME TO QUEER TIME-SPACE 

This chapter inspects queerness’s potentiality within and utilization of time-space that I 

see as connecting queer time-space to notions of the Sublime. To better position how I believe 

Japanese and American concepts of time-space with nostalgia coincide, and how this coalesces 

in performance, I reconcile how their respective traditions of aesthetic theory deal with concepts 

of beauty and spirit. Having already discussed aesthetic principles of Japan in the previous 

chapters, in this next section I complicate Western constructs of queer time-space and liminality 

in order to compare them with their Japanese equivalents. My entry point for this analysis comes 

from the Sublime, so I begin by positioning my understanding of the term.  

Philosophers and scholars have speculated perhaps the most useful philosophical 

explanation of the Sublime to be what lies beyond the border separating life and non-life. In one 

of its earliest iterations, Longinus in On the Sublime refers to the Sublime as an aesthetic 

refinement present in great works of writing; he describes the Sublime to be an “imperious and 

irresistible force” that can take the reader “out of themselves” (Longinus I.4). Over time, 

particularly in the Romantic period, the Sublime became a synonymous term for ecstasy and its 

corresponding moments in time, euphoria that one enters into when for example experiencing 

great works of art or beautiful scenery. I have come to believe, however, that the Sublime cannot 
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be experienced consciously in the moment of its advent in life – entered into, as it were – except 

through meditation, as meditation takes our consciousness to a liminal space, somewhere 

between life and non-life where we can experience non-life without relinquishing our connection 

to life. The idea of dying, or entering non-life, allows consciousness to transcend to another state 

of consciousness, following Socrates’s description of the merit of his suicide via Plato in 

Phaedo66. In the story, Socrates describes to his disciples that he welcomes his death, because he 

acknowledges having reached the limits of what he can know in this world, i.e. life, and that only 

in death, i.e. non-life, can he continue to expand his understanding. Socrates says, “I shall not 

stay behind, but shall go off and depart” and “you are burying my body” (Plato 76). Here, 

Socrates alludes to the corporeality of the self as separate from its consciousness. Although the 

historical understanding of Socrates suggests that he would not “insist on the facts” regarding an 

afterlife, I assert that the Sublime lies beyond the breach of life, in time-space of non-life that 

consciousness and the body cannot go to, after Antonin Artaud.  

This supremacy of consciousness over the body crucially ties ideas from Japan of the 

previous chapters to Western narratives. With Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty, art such as theatre 

can pierce through our corporeal selves to allow us to experience the Sublime: “We are present at 

a mental alchemy which turns a state of mind into a gesture, the dry, bare, linear gesture that all 

our actions could have if they moved toward the absolute” (Artaud 226). The emphasis Artaud 

places on the mind as the generator of the moment, both in spatial action and mental potentiality 

in time, shows how only through consciousness can we generate intentional actions that produce 

change with countless potential outcomes. Because art does not actually pierce through us in the 

Artaudian sense67, though, the Sublime lies out of reach for both the body and consciousness, at 

 
66 As developed in conversations with Anthony Kubiak of UC Irvine. 
67 Though some such as Mishima might allow themselves to be punctured. See Chapter 2. 
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least for most mortals in their lifetime, with the except of those such as Milarepa, Nisargadatta, 

and other Buddhist masters who, through meditation, perfected the ability to freely enter and exit 

the Sublime. Therefore, I define the Sublime by the line which separates this world, the world of 

life, from that which lies beyond it, of non-life.  

That which lies beyond life, however, exists only theoretically, because what happens 

after death cannot be known while in the state of being alive; otherwise, a paradox of 

simultaneous time-spaces, of life and non-life, occurs. Therefore, the Sublime provides 

theoretical location for non-life, on the other side of the line of liminal time-space that separates 

life from non-life. Not only that, but the idea of death allows our consciousness to transcend to 

another state of consciousness, such as with Socrates’s suicide as described by Plato. Socrates 

supposedly welcomed his death, because he acknowledged having reached the limits of what he 

could know in the living world. This ancient hearsay may or may not be true, and even if true it 

may have been merely comforting words for Socrates’s distraught disciples when he said, “I 

shall not stay behind, but shall go off and depart” and “you are burying [only] my body” (Phaedo 

76). Regardless, I subscribe to the Sublime via Artaud as what lies “above and beyond papyrus,” 

what lies beyond reach in this life (Artaud 10). To go further with Artaud, in The Theatre and Its 

Double, the concept of piercing through our corporeal selves allows us to experience the 

Sublime; Artaud uses Chinese acupuncture as a metaphor for theatre, similar in their ability to 

heal through the piercing of the body (Artaud 80). I adhere to the idea that the Sublime exists 

beyond a state of life, but in life we can hypothesize, conceptualize, and theorize the Sublime, 

which Western philosophy precisely did and do.  

As Western philosophy evolved, so too did the understanding of the Sublime as 

something not just beyond life but beyond structural definition. In Critique of Judgment, 
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Immanuel Kant refers to the Sublime as “absolutely great,” the absolute being that is “beyond all 

comparison” (78). Kant’s treatise from the 18th century plants the seeds of post-structuralism in 

the conception of the Sublime: “The Sublime, the mere capacity of thinking much evidences a 

faculty of mind transcending every standard of the senses” (81). In other words, Kant’s 

conception equates the Sublime to consciousness beyond perception; it can be thought of but not 

felt. Kant continues, “The beautiful and the Sublime agree on the point of pleasing,” but they 

differ dramatically in that the Sublime serves as “a representation of limitlessness” (75). For 

Kant, beauty has limits, because it can be perceived through sensation, and I would add that the 

confines of structural definition also limit it. Structuralist limitation connects all the way back to 

Plato’s Dialectic, that over time leads from Kant’s thesis/antithesis dyad to Fichte’s triad of 

thesis/antithesis/synthesis.68 Synthesis within the binary of thesis and antithesis parallels that of 

the Sublime, at least conceptually in that synthesis resides in time-space between thesis and 

antithesis before being redefined as a new thesis. That limitless middle space offers limitless 

potentiality, but within a structuralist model, synthesis cannot sustain a state of non-definition; as 

Fichte write, “all synthesis presupposes a previous antithesis,” and by extension a previous thesis 

(Fichte 93). So, in its definability as synthesis, the undefined becomes defined. What 

philosophically emerges later with post-structuralism are terms – ironic in that words themselves 

are structures – that provide vocabulary for articulating that infinite middle space.  

One such post-structural term for middle space devoid of definition is queer. Jose 

Esteban Muñoz in Cruising Utopia opens the book by saying, “Queerness is not yet here. 

Queerness is an ideality69. Put another way, we are not yet queer. We may never touch 

 
68 The triad often gets wrongly associated with Hegel, who actually expanded on Fichte’s expansion of Kant. In fact, 
Hegel does not use thesis, antithesis, and synthesis as Fichte does, and instead uses concrete, abstract, and absolute.  
69 Ideality means the state or quality of being ideal, which clearly carries subjectivity.  
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queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality” (1). 

Muñoz follows the trajectory of philosophies that came before him, relating concepts in line with 

the Sublime to queer theory. Where queer theory departs from the Sublime post-structurally, 

though, which Muñoz suggests in this quote, pertains to it wanting to remain beyond definition. 

Queerness evades definition by avoiding being spatially here and temporally now, a time-space 

of contemporality. This corelates Muñoz’s ideality to Kant’s “transcending every standard of the 

senses” (Critique of Judgment 81); standardization of senses suggests a codification of 

understanding which can be defined with language, which ultimately can limit the potentiality of 

the otherwise limitless.  

Muñoz, like Kant before him, grapples with the oxymoronic nature of defining a term for 

something without limits, like queerness. For example, in trying to define the undefinable, 

Muñoz in Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics both argues and 

demonstrates disidentification. Disidentification as a queer theoretical term refers to the “survival 

strategies the minority subject practices in order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public 

sphere” that otherwise “elides or punishes” their existence (Disidentifications 4). In other words, 

disidentification alludes to fluid adaptability of minoritarians for survival. Throughout the book, 

Muñoz repeatedly redefines disidentification, in essence demonstrating a limitlessness of 

definition by evading being associated with one particular definition for too long, otherwise 

heteronormative. In her use of the term queer, Verena Andermatt Conley uses the philosophical 

lens of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari to describe queerness “as becoming and as an ongoing 

differing of difference,” which Derrida refers to as differance (Nigianni 25). Within 

Deleuzian/Guattarian post-structuralism, to be queer means to exist beyond typically binary 

confines, “to resist any normalisation” (Nigianni 1). With his later book Cruising Utopia, Muñoz 
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suggests the evasion of definition and heteronormativity by queerness associates with time: 

“queer temporality… sidesteps straight time’s heteronormative bent” (Cruising Utopia 91). 

Therefore, in this section I have now drawn connections between the Sublime, life/non-life, post-

structuralism, queerness, and now time.  

When confined to the limiting structure of language, defining queer, which by its very 

nature wants to avoid binarized classification through definition, must constantly redefine itself 

in an unsettling progression of redefinition, a process continuously engaging with time-space. 

Muñoz has become quite famous as a philosopher not only for eloquently theorizing queerness, 

but for also doing so in a writing style that performs its queerness in time-space in a post-

structural sense, avoiding stagnant definition through the providing of numerous and evolving 

definitions throughout the writings. In other words, Muñoz’s books communicate queer theory 

by performing the (non)definition of queerness; Muñoz states that queerness performs because 

“it is not simply a being but a doing for and toward the future,” with “being” equal to stagnant, 

structured definition and “future” to movement in the direction of not-yet-happened (Cruising 

Utopia 1). Rather than only seeing queerness as between two points on a Kantian line of thesis-

antithesis, we can expand our understanding of points in space to be three-dimensional, so a 

point of synthesis beyond a binary can be any point. Possibilities of identification are expansive 

in a post-structural society, which explains the momentum we seem to be culturally experiencing 

with nuanced categorizations within gender, sexuality, race, and other constructs of identity. The 

West, in other words, has been riding a wave of philosophical progress toward an inevitable 

post-structuralization into queer time-space, which Japan had entered into centuries earlier, as 

seen in its traditional performing arts.  
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SHAMANISM OF PERFORMANCE IN QUEER TIME-SPACE 

Now that I have drawn parallels between Japanese and Western philosophy using queer 

time-space and the Sublime, in this section I refine the unique potential of performance for 

engaging with both. Performative arts, much like meditation, allows us to experience a sample of 

the Sublime, dipping a toe into the waters of non-life without relinquishing our being alive, even 

if just for a brief instant. With time-space, for example, a figurative separation divides the past 

from the future – the theoretical line of now – contains life and the other non-life, the Sublime. 

What both scares and inspires peoples and cultures about non-life pertains to its unknowability, 

an infinite array of possibilities that only the imagination can attempt to give form to; with the 

future comes death, and with death comes the chance to know what resides within time-space 

that has otherwise only been imagined, as with Socrates. In that regard, the Sublime shares 

parallels with Nirvana, in that through meditation a person might become enlightened to the 

feeling of non-life, or at least conceive the two states; Koller writes, “the Buddhist goal of 

nirvana is positive, for it refers to the peaceful and joyous life free from suffering that is achieved 

by extinguishing craving for permanence in one’s own separate life” (159-160). In other words, 

meditation through enlightenment or perhaps the imagination can reconcile for the mind the 

dichotomy of life and non-life. As such, I argue that the Sublime, like Nirvana, can be felt while 

still alive, particularly through meditative practice that allows one to perfect the skills like those 

of Buddhist masters. I do not deny that those who study meditation can enter a state of Nirvana 

equivalent to the Sublime; however, anyone, including those that have achieve enlightenment, 

are incapable of staying in that state70 if they wish to continue to live in this world.71  

 
70 This gets into the linguistic space of the word “state” and all meanings it carries, all of which are applicable.  
71 “Mummified” Buddhist monks are said to have entered into a permanent state of meditation, which explains their 
corporeal body’s inability to decay. In the context of Mishima and Socrates’s disavowing the need for their bodies in 
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In the dynamism of sublimity lies potential for connection shared by meditation and 

performance. With performance, the Sublime gets brushed up against in a state of meditative 

arrest. Longinus first described the Sublime in On the Sublime as an emotional exhilaration 

associated with the quality of literary work. Meanwhile, Kant holds the Sublime in comparison 

to the beautiful, specifically through physical form in time-space; the Sublime dwells in the 

“formless object” as opposed to the boundaries of “an object with form,” which would be 

otherwise associated with beauty (Critique of Judgment 101). Already from Kant in the 18th 

century the Sublime becomes associated with what later can be defined as post-structural form. 

He also associates the Sublime with Reason, as opposed to the Understanding associated with a 

sense of the beautiful (Critique of Pure Reason 110). In other words, beauty’s form allows it to 

be made sense of in the mind and therefore connects with logos, whereas the Sublime’s 

formlessness transcends comprehension, or at least categorification, by our logic and as such 

dwells more in the realm of pathos, of feeling and perception. Kant goes even further to 

differentiate between the Sublime that can be numerically comprehended in its 

incomprehensibility, which he calls the mathematical, from that which pertains more to a 

sensation of awe, dubbed the dynamical (105). Bernard’s translation of Italian philosopher 

Vincenzo Gioberti in Critique of Pure Reason sums up this distinction best: “The dynamical 

Sublime creates the Beautiful; the mathematical Sublime contains it” (xxi). This distinction with 

the Sublime draws a line of demarcation between logos and pathos via the dynamical Sublime, 

centering it as a sensational experience of pathos within the time-space of post-structural 

ideology and queer potentiality.  

 
this context, Buddhist monks have essentially found ways to perpetuate their corporeal selves. Belief in the religious 
significance of this perpetuation, however, departs from the topic at hand.  
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Via art, interaction with the Sublime exists conceptually within imagination. With 

theatre, the audience brushes up against the Sublime in its state of meditative arrest while acting 

as witnesses. I compare such a state to walking up to a plate glass window: I come up to its 

surface, which doesn’t allow me to pass through it, but I am able to sense what lies on the other 

side visually by looking through the glass to the other side, physically in terms of temperature, 

audibly even if muffled, without actually getting to the other side. Our senses provide us with 

information that give perception of a reality beyond what otherwise we are experiencing, without 

actually encountering it directly with our bodies; temporally one indirectly perceives a different 

perceptibility within time-space than that which being receives corporally. Only through 

shattering the glass can we step to the other side. The Sublime, as relates to Nirvana, as a state 

transcends being. Joseph Campbell once said: “Eternity isn’t some later time. Eternity isn’t a 

long time. Eternity has nothing to do with time. Eternity is that dimension of here and now, 

which thinking and time cuts out” (Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth). In Buddhism, by 

relinquishing the ego one reaches a state of oneness with the universe, to achieve Nirvana as a 

state of being here and now. Theologians, particularly of India where the idea of Nirvana 

originates, describe death as “illusory from the standpoint of the eternal self, the real self” 

(Klostermaier 64). Hinduism refers to as brahman, or “the end of all being and of all 

questioning”; “There is nothing beyond brahman” (105). In other words, that which defines a 

self (ego72) ceases to exist because it gets subsumed by divine unity. This divine unity exists 

without gender, race, age – “neuter” – or anything that would limit it within parameters; 

brahman defies definition (95). A sense of self allows for an awareness of the Other, and 

 
72 Ego is only one component of a more complicated and multifaceted theoretical scenario around nostalgia and how 
it relates to the work of the actor. Min Tien points this out when referring to Bertolt Brecht in that the uber 
marionette actor is egoless (Tien 63).  
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therefore ego relates to Agamben in that the Other can only be defined when the self actualizes 

and, within dichotomous power, can be asserted (State of Exception).  

Pursuing power perpetuates a cycle of ego feeding into itself, creating more ego in the 

pursuit of more power. This lives at the root of why I argue for understanding and learning to 

control the ego. Already we can see that the ego demands a certain degree of dedicated, 

concentrated action (meaning both condensed and thoughtful). To relinquish the ego, then, does 

not have dedicated action, which can be thought of with regards to a degree of surrender, to let 

go of an understanding of the self. This sounds very Buddhist to define the sense of self and ego 

as the cause of all materialist pursuits, and in fact Buddhism, Shinto, and shamanic practice have 

been a great inspiration for this intellectual endeavor. Brahman conceptually equates to queer 

time-space as a form of structural definition to define the undefinable, and ego forms the drop of 

self-defined identity of Atman73. Time-space potentiality lies in its queer liminality as a source of 

invisible-yet-perceptible echoes where ego disappears.  

Suspension in the liminality of queer time-space can be felt on rare occasion as a unique 

sensation experienced while in performance, primarily through consciousness, its effects happen 

for a fleeting moment. One knows they have encountered queer time-space when reflecting back 

on the sensation leading up to it and afterward. In the PBS documentary Stella Adler: Awake and 

Dream!, Sheryl Sciro recounts on such occasion:  

It really transformed me. And… they’re just moments, but… to have experienced those 
kinds of moments is something extraordinary… it’s what every artist wants, what every 
painter, what every poet, it’s those moments, and they’re so minute in time and they float 
by so quickly, and you spend the rest of your life sometimes, you can spend 20 years 
before you get them back again, but I would rather have them than to have lived a safe 
life. (American Masters) 
 

 
73 Atman in Hinduism refers to individual self, as opposed to the collective unity of Brahman that dissolves self. The 
visual metaphor used for Atman is a drop of water, and Brahman is a pool of water that the drop disappears into.  
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Sciro specifically speaks with regards to moments experienced by her in class with her former 

acting teacher Stella Adler, times where she felt particular effective as an actor and affected by 

the experience. The transformative memories of sensations she felt and how she attempts to 

articulate them as moments within time-space speak to what she perceives (which I refer to as 

queer spirit), when and where to perceive it (queer time-space), and how to perceive it (through 

conscious interaction with nostalgia). These episodes of artistic transcendence I would describe 

as her coming in contact with queer spirit, fleeting moments during which her consciousness 

eliminates ego and experiences queer time-space. Queer spirit itself differs from queer time-

space, where the definability of time and location blur, but the sensation one feels when 

fleetingly experiencing the sublimity of queer time-space. Due to its transcendental location 

beyond the barrier of here/now, between there/then life and where/when non-life, a duality of 

separation which for all intents and purposes cannot physically exist (one cannot be alone and 

not alive), it remains difficult – but not impossible – to remain consciously situated in queer 

time-space. When one engages with queer spirit, as Sciro did, the artist enters queer time-space 

for prolonged-yet-temporary moments.  

To this point, a broad definition of hopeful potentiality has emerged for the term queer, 

but spirit requires further explanation to make sense of queer spirit. Again, I feel Japan offers me 

a succinct understanding of the term. Spirit carries many definitions, but most often it implies an 

ethereality present but maybe unseen with meaning, substance, and perhaps even agency. Going 

back to noh theatre, shite actors have a sanctioned and supported time-space for spirit in the 

becoming of character. The mirror room (kagami no ma) adjacent to the bridge (hashigakari) 

designates the backstage area for the shite actor to not only don the mask of the character they 

play, but to invoke “an important psychic element related to spiritual possession” that has “the 
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magicality and the interrelationship of human being and mirror, which has an importance that far 

transcends its physical functions” (Komparu 126). Shite performers take the moment before 

entering the stage space to commune with their masks, and in putting them on summons the 

essence of the persons the characters are, who are almost always ghosts. Ego, in the task of 

taking on a role, essentially collects agentic components, “emptying the mind of ego or self and 

taking on the true intent of the character being represented” (Zeami 5). This absorption of the 

character as an entity of ethereal substance, or spirit, even if invisible and untangle forces the 

actor to reconcile with the weight and importance of their agency.  

The simultaneity of meanings within spirit, as well as the simultaneity of actor and 

character, once again points to profound potentiality from Japan for examining perspectives 

taken in the American theater. Consider this conceptually in terms of percentages: the noh actor 

inhabits 100% of themselves as a person, but then once they summon the character to them they 

now add the 100% selfhood of the character to themselves, thus creating a fluctuating ratio of 

agencies that constitute the new simultaneous selves that inhabit them. Komparu refrains from 

using the words ghost and spirit, instead implying them with words such as “magicality” and 

“spiritual possession,” and talking about the mirror’s historic spiritual significance to the kami of 

Shintoism (126). Here the concept of spirit takes on two meanings: that of a ghost of the 

character, and that of an intentionality which distinguishes donning the mask from quotidian 

time-space, thus separating theatrical time containing the noh performance as different from the 

everyday.  

 Historically speaking, the simultaneity of spirits, the balancing of agencies, has not been 

considered in the same way by Western theatre as in Japan, and a great deal of that comes from 

Stanislavski. Stanislavski talks about the connection of character and actor in his writings, but his 
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repeated use of the word spirit, at least according to the English translations, has nothing to do 

with agencies separate from that of the actor; instead, he utilizes spirit in reference to a general 

description of enthusiasm, still situated though within intentionality. Instead, in the English 

translation Stanislavski refers to balancing agencies as links. The term repeats often through An 

Actor Prepares, for example, in reference to the connection between an actor and the character, 

the inner life and the outer life of the actor, and even the actor and the audience. However, even 

from this description, the focus of this connectivity remains solely on the actor. Of course, 

Stanislavski’s writings and the notes taken for him by others were chronicles from this rehearsals 

and lessons to reflect on the pedagogy for actors, so it makes sense that his writings focus on the 

actor. However, this perspective privileges the agency of the actor over that which exists – 

imaginatively or not – for the character.  

Herein lies a key difference between noh acting and Stanislavski’s approach, as well as 

the subsequent models he helped inspire: how the agency of a character gets treated in relation to 

the time-space of the actor. This may seem like a minor difference of opinion on how to view a 

character, but the distinction speaks volumes to the inclusion of empathy at the exclusion of the 

primacy of self. Komparu describes: “The actor awakens the awareness that the image of himself 

as other and then goes a step further to develop this awareness into a consciousness of that other 

(the character) as himself. This transformation is the magic of recognizing on two levels the 

externalized self” (Komparu 127). Even here, Komparu acknowledges the duality in the 

here/now of time-space: the actor as character, and also the character as actor. The actor is 

“existing at another time in another place, and to manifest this presence here and now, in this 

theater, so that time and place are at least doubled” (Schechner 191-2). Schechner refers here to 

what he calls the “transportation” of the actor to the character as a duality (191). Akin to 
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Stanislavski, this idea privileges the primacy of the actor to the character in the interchange: “For 

the moment what I need are the moments when they merge which link the actor with the 

character he is playing. Passages that are alive draw the actor into the play, and then you do not 

feel out of place, and certain passage in the role are close to him” (Stanislavski 56). The 

directionality of such language as “draw the actor into” starts at the position of the actor and 

moves out toward the character. Schechner, too, seems to indicate a duality of time-space of the 

here/now without distinguishing the independent agency of the character’s perspective therein. 

This lacks an interrelationality that can otherwise exist, as exists in noh, that comes from the 

acknowledgement of character agency, rife for possibilities. The disconnection from the 

potentiality of the interchange separates the there/then from the here/now, privileging the agency 

of the latter over the former, which indicates reminiscent nostalgia. Spirit, linguistically and 

sentimentally, fills a gap when considered as an empathetic embracing of simultaneity of 

agencies within time-space, promoting the interchange between the two as an overlapping of 

there/in in the here/now, and thus bringing the consciousness of the moment closer to the 

potentiality of the where/when in the future, i.e. proximal nostalgia. When the primacy of one’s 

agency balances against an opposing agency in time-space, there/then coincides with here/now. 

One approach to conceptualizing this paradox of duality lies in the abovementioned 

concept of the Sublime. As a multiplicity of time-space, simultaneously existing/defining/ 

comprehending and also not, this queer liminality of time-space with the Sublime, which I 

describe as “where/when,” provides the theoretical positionality for coinciding such ideas. The 

Sublime as queer time-space holds the intellectual seeds of infinite possibility, because of its 

boundlessness, the awe, the dynamical, that differentiates the Beautiful from the Sublime, at least 

for Kant. The Sublime’s vastness as an incubator of possibility, even if just residual a(e)ffects, 
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communicates feelings that one receives within proximity. This does not mean that all art 

generates this dynamism for its witnesses. However, one of the goals of art hopes that the art 

might generate such feelings in their audience. Artists can ensure that this interaction occurs 

between the art and the audience, the subject and the witness. I offer one solution to be the 

reconciliation of intentional communication in which both sides enter queer time-space 

empathetically, actively listening, and open to the infinite number of possible outcomes, most of 

which cannot be planned for.  

Intentionality within queer time-space defines queer spirit, and for several reasons. First, 

the limitations of rigidly structured terminology from those such as Kant, even with structureless 

concepts like the dynamical Sublime, have had divisive effects with its categorization for 

generations; truly, my own utilization of the Sublime has been for clarity and the positioning of 

new, more inclusive terminology (albeit post-structural) to the forefront, such as queer time-

space. Secondly, by relabeling the concept to include the word queer, we invite the existing post-

structural discourse around queerness to inform this idea of internationality as (non)form, devoid 

of stagnant definition. The inclusion of spirit also suggests, removing arborescent definition for 

rhizomatic morphology, while simultaneously harkening to its spiritual potentiality for complex 

understandings of agency and egoism. Queer spirit, therefore, rhizomatically exists within the 

proximity of queer time-space for communicative purposes, as an intentionality with which to 

facilitate and negotiate its potentiality, and because of the nature of time as outlined in the 

Introduction this inextricably links to nostalgia. 

Queer spirit gives a name to a sensation seemingly hard to acknowledge and even harder 

to describe. I see queer spirit as the awareness of having forgotten one’s self-awareness after 

regaining that sense of self (or rather the parameters one uses to define their selfness). This 
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sensation relates to other theoretical concepts – other conceptualizations of sublimity, liminality, 

the existential – but the most practical understanding of queer spirit in a modern context 

associates it with queer theory as it relates to the shamanic. Queerness, like the shamanic, relies 

on the removal of structural limitations in order to be effective in practice. In her chapter “The 

Storm and the Still in the Art of Bridie Lunney” in Animism in Art and Performance, Simone 

Schmidt uses Eliade’s association of ekstasis in defining shamanism to further describe the term 

as “disturbance,” which stands in contrast to enstasis’s “calm” (Schmidt 121). Schmidt uses this 

elaboration to talk about a body’s performance in meditation, but this distinction showcases the 

positionality inherent in shamanic practice.  

Shamanism through its association with ekstasis pertains to a consciousness outside one’s 

sense of self. Ekstasis comes from the Greek ἔκ meaning out and στασις meaning standing, so 

the word implies standing outside oneself; it often translates as ecstasy. Enstasis means the 

opposite, as one standing within oneself. As one cannot literally stand inside or outside oneself, 

these concepts refer to states of consciousness. Eliade elaborates on this, describing how the 

souls of shamans are believed to be able to leave their bodies, in other words astral project 

(Eliade 5). Now while Eliade says their souls enter the underworld, this strikes me as a Judeo-

Christian description of the spiritual movement that occurs. Instead, it may be more fruitful to 

instead approach ekstasis as a state of the soul/consciousness entering queer time-space; in other 

words, the confines of bodily structure where our soul/consciousness normally reside are in some 

way left behind, how exactly up for interpretation, thus freeing the mind/spirit from the 

parameters of barrier that the body and opening it up to the infinite potential of non-structure. 

Michael Harner in The Way of the Shaman refers to these two states as the Ordinary State of 

Consciousness and the Shamanic State of Consciousness (Harner). This also seems reminiscent 
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to The Hero’s Journey in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, in which the hero 

figure leaves the Ordinary World to venture off into the Special World, only to return later after 

the journey ends to the status quo of the Ordinary World but changed from the experience. Like 

Campbell’s universal hero figure, ekstasis implies a departure of the soul/consciousness for the 

growth that comes from escaping the quotidian.  

Shamanism, or at least the practice of the shaman, adds in an additional layer of intention 

and understanding the potentiality of queer time-space in relation to shamanic performance, 

which helps to illuminate both the spiritual component of performance and the possibilities it 

provides. Western culture often misconstrues the shamanic as being within the body of the 

dispossessed, “the individual case” that provides an “exception,” to use Agamben’s wording, or 

those deemed to have no cultural identity (Homo Sacer 18). These are the old women who live 

secluded in the woods said to possess magical power, or the blind man believed to see what 

seeing eyes cannot. This culturally over-simplified and hearsay-based understanding discredits 

the voices of individuals finally being heard and no longer mystified by “hegemonic fictions” 

(Taussig 377). Instead, they are being afforded ownership of their stories and beliefs, and 

incorporated into the archive, as conceived by Diana Taylor; their praxis constitutes repertoire. 

That distinction, being able to define themselves in their own ways, lies at the heart of 

shamanism, because the shaman “embodies potent nonhuman forces” for healing, cleansing or 

making changes for the community as needed (Pederson 4). Harner centers shamanism around 

the maintenance of what he calls personal power as it relates to one’s well-being: shamanism as a 

healthcare practice (Harner, Location 130). Much like a medical professional in the Western 

context, the role of the shaman in helping individuals and groups lies in their doing no harm, but 
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instead working with the intention to heal. Shamanic intention, therefore, lies outside themselves, 

instead focusing their energy and attention on another.  

The difference between the healthcare worker and the shaman lies in how they heal 

others, with the latter embracing spiritual means for healing, but both adhere to a selfless 

intentionality for causing positive change. As Neil L. Whitehead describes in his book Dark 

Shamans, the intentions of the shaman – for either altruistic means or selfish gains – mean the 

difference between aiding or hurting those the shaman focuses on. Shamans, in fact, “have the 

power to cure and kill” but “are primarily sought after for the former purpose” (Whitehead 7). 

For this reason, Whitehead describes these healing-focused shamans as piya shamans, as 

opposed to kanaimà, which he says perform “a form of assault sorcery” (7). There are practices 

of their shamanism that differ, but those actions are based around their intentionality. 

Whitehead’s identification of the differentiation points out that despite the bulk of shamanic 

literature focusing on its healing capabilities, intentionality of ekstasis always factors into the 

results of the shamanic practice. Such distinction harkens to my calling for a differentiation of 

nostalgias based around our perceived relationship to time-space, which also has to do with 

setting intentions.  

However, others have also interpreted what happens in instances of shamanic ekstasis as 

the result of unseen energy and how that invisible energy influences us.74 The concept of unseen 

but influential energy harkens to ma, as covered in Chapter 1, and that has a shamanic 

component in its infinite potential. Shamans are capable of addressing suffering and avoiding 

personal opinion as they “tame the spirits.” Pederson equates shamans with “driverless vehicles”; 

 
74 Shinto, the indigenous religion of Japan, is based around the energy of unseen kami that influence everyday life. 
The kami are given visual form in Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (in Japanese 千と千尋の神隠し, Sen to Chihiro 
no Kamikakushi), in which unseen spirits can be seen by the main character after she enters the spirit world. 
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shamans are evasive, moving around and on the periphery, and never being held to the ends of a 

binary (Pederson 7). They elude identifiable categorizations, such as gender and race. They are 

“perpetually unformulated,” as Kubiak refers to it, living in the gray zone between the binary. 

This post-structural non-conformity perhaps explains why the shamanic has been slow to take off 

in academic settings (Kubiak, Becoming-(not-quite)-Shaman). However, since the shamanic 

avoids classification in a way reminiscent of queer theory, moving forward it promises to be both 

beneficial and logical to consider shamanism alongside the academic conceptualization of 

queerness. In that regard, one can associate shamans as queer individuals on a spiritual path who 

possess the ability to recognize binary classification and avoid it. But once again, if we look to 

Japan for inspiration, even in ancient Japan “the poet and priest, recitation and ritual, had unclear 

boundaries,” linking the performativity of the spiritualist and the artist around their selfless 

intention (Zeami 7). So, I submit that queerness, shamanism, and performance can be linked in 

their queer time-space potentiality through the setting of intention, which when benevolently 

harnessed can provide a removal of ego for selfless change.  

The distinction of benevolent intent is important to make, particularly when we once 

again consider the concept of dark shamanism. Also referred to as “assault sorcery,” dark 

shamanism connects to a politicized sense of power (Whitehead 2). Dark shamanism like with 

the kanaimà of Patamuna, South America, can be classified as dark because of its dependence on 

binary structures that “act in a ritual space that is both then and now, simultaneously both here 

and there” (42). So, there are situating themselves within a simultaneity of time-space, but they 

then channel cosmic energy through a vessel in order to manipulate that power to suit their own 

selfish desires. This practice feeds the ego, a system of the personality that “may be thought of as 

a complex organization of psychological processes that acts as an intermediary between the id 



 

 148 

and the external world” (Hall 30). In other words, ego, based on personality, defines 

individuality which “secures increasing control over the instinctual sources of energy” (72). It 

resembles the way magic and science manipulate power; it comes down to materialism, again 

driven by ego. “The state itself co-opts occult magic,” says Whitehead, and it “is thus an 

important theme in the discussion, as is the way in which the advent of modernity relates to the 

expression of hypertraditionality” (8).75 Dark shamans, those who “stand in an ambiguous 

relation” to “destructive spirit forces,” control individuals through dark shamanism when an 

ignorant sense of place infiltrates a collective (Whitehead 204). A sense of worth within the 

collective, on the other hand, imbues the shamanic experience and harkens to Giorgio 

Agamben’s idea of sovereignty being shared. Benevolent shamans engage in ritual practice and 

do not, would not, and could not possibly manipulate another’s power for selfish gain, because 

they are merely serving as facilitators. In other words, shamanic practices aims to devoid of 

individual ego, while dark shamanism usually depends on it. Therefore, I argue for better 

explanation of the potentiality of non-binary queer time-space as an attainable state of being. 

From queer time-space, the artist and the shamanic – artist as shaman – can create and harness a 

healing energy toward change through positive intentionality and the elimination of ego within 

their endeavors, i.e. queer spirit, for themselves and the witness.  In the following section, I detail 

the work of Sanford Meisner, and how his methodology in comparison to other acting 

pedagogues strove for many of the same principles as shamans, thus connecting his work and 

artists that practice these techniques to the infinite potentiality of queer time-space.  

 

 
75 Parallels can be made between dark shamanism, politicians’s interactions with the public, and Trump’s tutelage 
under the real-life Roy Cohen, a character in Angels in America, More on Angels to follow in Chapter 4. 
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SANFORD MEISNER AND AMERICA’S ENGAGEMENT WITH QUEER TIME-SPACE 

This chapter has been a chain of connections to get to a point of understanding how 

topics from traditional Japanese arts such as noh, covered in earlier chapters, share a 

philosophical connection to principles such as the Sublime that have held historic significance in 

the development of Western thoughts around queer time-space. With the understanding that 

queer spirit establishes shamanic intentionality for engaging with/tapping into the infinite 

potentiality of queer time-space, I need to show how one can engage with queer spirit in order to 

arrive at the intentionality and encounter queer time-space. By doing so, I offer to theatre artists 

what I believe to be a new perspective for approaching their work to achieve its greatest artistic, 

interpersonal, and spiritual potential. As such, I propose that one method for engaging queer 

spirit that already exists in the West lies with the shamanic potentiality of the acting pedagogy 

developed by American actor and director Sanford Meisner. 

I begin by first establishing American acting as predominantly separated from queer spirit 

by focusing on its engagement with nostalgia. A relatively young country by the historical 

standards compared to the history of theatre in the world, American theatre only began coming 

into its own around the turn of the 19th century. Up until then, standards of performance were set 

by European aesthetic standards. It was only in America, to quote Kushner “the melting pot 

where nothing melted” (10), that influences from former slaves and immigrant communities 

eventually led to artforms that were unique to the nation in their hybridity, such as jazz76. Even 

then, though, a homogenizing standard for Western performance ebbed and flowed in a pan-

national affinity for the hegemonic taste of the time, theatrical forms such as melodrama that 

united the occidental around character types and hyper-performativity (Merlin 4). In the shadow 

 
76 I find the most comprehensive coverage of this history to be found in African American Performance and Theater 
History: A Critical Reader, edited by Harry J. Elam, Jr. and David Krasner, Oxford University Press, 2001.  
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of these traditions emerged a counterculture, an aesthetic movement emboldened by modernism 

that called for art to be “natural,” less hyper-realistic and more akin to reality in its form and 

aesthetic, at least for audience perception (Pavis 236). While its aesthetic movement developed 

from many sources throughout the 19th century, the change in American preference to naturalism 

in the theatre shifts with Russian director and actor theorist Constantin Stanislavski. It was his 

Moscow Art Theatre who had a profound influence on audience tastes, that shifted theatrical 

tastes away from melodrama to “psychological truth” (“Stella Adler: Awake and Dream!” 

0:19:59-0:20:05). From Stanislavski’s “System” and its global reach came the Group Theatre in 

America’s utilization and adaption of his methods and aesthetic objectives, driven forward 

primarily by acting instruction of “the Method” by one of the group’s founders, Lee Strasberg 

(Brestoff 79). Using his understanding of Stanislavski’s methodology and pedagogy in 

translation, which he would eventually deem “the Method,” Strasberg and the Group Theatre 

helped to spawn an era of deep exploration in the craft and professionalization of acting in the 

United States (“Stella Adler: Awake and Dream!” 0:24:01-0:24:30). This already sets American 

actor training apart as starkly junior to centuries-old traditions used for educating actors in 

Japanese traditional performing arts.  

Proximal nostalgia exists in the life work of Stanislavski. Stanislavski’s pedagogy arose 

in a post-industrialized world, where even the human mind was being broken down by the likes 

of Sigmund Freud and Ivan Pavlov to replicable component of human behavior (Brestoff 69). 

Stanislavski used his rehearsal room for play production as a laboratory for developing his 

psychology-based methodology, and he allowed his theories to change over time as his 

hypotheses were further examined, a reflection of his “Here, Today, Now” methodology (Merlin 

35). Rather than unrelentingly relying on methods that work at one time to work the same at 
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another time, he allowed his theories to evolve to the present moment in order to progress. This 

already demonstrates a flaw in what Strasberg would eventually do in America. Strasberg used 

Stanislavski’s late-19th/early-20th-century exploration of the craft of acting to commodify an 

acting pedagogy in the mid-20th century that seemed to provide actors and audiences results they 

enjoyed, that of natural behavior on the stage. However, over time practitioners would come out 

against this commodification of the actor’s craft for failing to understand and utilize the same 

sense of exploration that Stanislavski approached it with. As a result, “the Method” grew 

stagnate in one moment in time, whereas Stanislavski’s research continued to change over the 

course of his changing and evolving theory of praxis. In fact, it was precisely this stagnation that 

would challenge the Method’s efficacy, providing moments of realization for the deficiencies to 

be discovered in. The Method, in other words, became a methodology of reminiscent nostalgia. 

The reminiscent nature of the Method’s engagement of nostalgia becomes particularly 

apparent in the concept of affective or emotion memory, and how it was the dividing point of the 

Group Theatre. Emotion memory was an early concept of Stanislavski; in the ninth chapter of An 

Actor Prepares, first published in English in 1936, he describes how “your former feelings” can 

be used “as a guiding force” while performing a scene (181). By the time this technique was 

translated and interpreted by Strasberg, it had come to be known an affective memory, the 

“conscious attempt on the part of the actor to remember the circumstances surrounding an 

emotion-filled event from his real past in order to stimulate an emotion which he could use on 

the stage” (Meisner and Longwell 9). This technique utilizes memories that individual actors 

identify as triggering moments of great emotional intensity and clarity for them. So, an actor can 

go through a rolodex of emotional states of being – happy, sad, angry, horny – that they have 

experienced in their lives (or not, which would require them to try to create circumstances in 
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which they might feel these emotions), draw parallels in the emotional events of their characters 

in a play, and recount/reproduce the feelings from their lived memories in association with the 

actions of their characters in the course of the play. Brestoff describes this delving the 

consciousness into the actor’s past as “unnecessarily invasive” (118).  

Besides its invasiveness, the issue for Adler, Meisner, and others was a lack of proximal 

nostalgia; actors struggling to feel an emotional reality in the actions/events of the play would 

draw upon their emotional memories in order to generate an emotional state for their characters, 

but in doing so they would mentally remove themselves from the time-space of the play 

happening in the now. Instead, these actors would retreat to their memories, reminiscently 

nostalgize, and create a chasm between time and space that their fellows could perceive from 

them. In other words, while acting in a scene with another actor, Adler and others would witness 

in them – in their eyes, their gaze, their body – a corporeal detachment, spatially remaining in the 

present time while their attention, their mental temporality, would move to the past of their 

memories. In so doing, a divide between time and space, here and there, then and now, would 

form. To an untrained eye, this seemingly invisible occurrence would go unnoticed. However, to 

actors in training, working on their craft, they became increasing aware of the disconnect and the 

reasons why. Emotion or affective memory removes the actor’s consciousness from their onstage 

(inter)actions for times and circumstances of their past, for the intention of emotionally feeding 

the scene being performed. These events of perception occur with reminiscent nostalgia.  

Some of the Group Theatre’s members – primarily Stella Adler, Harold Clurman, and 

Sanford Meisner – began to diagnose the problem as being counterintuitive. Strasberg’s hold on 

the company was strong, though, so it took the fabled meeting of Stella Adler with Constantin 

Stanislavski in Paris in 1934 for her to get the verification that the Method relied upon antiquated 
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concepts that Stanislavski no longer found effective, including the technique of emotional 

memory (Meisner and Longwell 9-10). Working with Stanislavski for several weeks allowed 

Adler to confirm her and others’s belief that imagination supersedes memory in the craft of 

acting (“Stella Adler: Awake and Dream!” 0:24:56-0:25:44). When the Group disbanded, Adler, 

Meisner, and others would go their separate ways toward storied careers as actors and acting 

teachers, eventually developing their own interpretations and language to best communicate the 

research into acting that Stanislavski began (Brestoff 90). While Adler remains an important and 

legendary acting teacher still studied today, her acting courses and workshops essentially served 

as dramaturgical master classes; “Adler placed greatest emphasis on imagination, circumstances 

and actions” found in the text (118). Her push for imagination by the actors within the world of 

the play within the realm of nostalgias unfortunately can place consciousness in a reminiscent 

positionality, looking the archived past of the text.  Adler’s fellow Group alumnus Sanford 

Meisner, on the other hand, comes to develop a pedagogy for actor training that truly 

revolutionized the art of acting, because I argue it engages with future-focused proximal 

nostalgia.  

Taking what he learned during his time with the Group along with subsequent revelations 

gleaned from Constantin Stanislavski’s later work with communion, Meisner would come to find 

his own methods for honing the skills of actors. He avoided the use of emotion memory: “I don’t 

use it, and neither did [Stanslavski] after thirty years of experimentation” (Meisner and Longwell 

79). Instead, many of the exercises he developed center around the creation of connection 

between actors that also has emotional honesty and can be maintained in performance without an 

actor needing to remove attention from their immediate circumstances. Meisner’s acting 

techniques push for the actor to eliminate the need to think of lines of text, to not predetermine 



 

 154 

emotional responses, and to let go of conscious thought and decision making in the present 

moment; the theme for his studio was “The foundation of acting is the reality of doing” (16). 

Through exercises of repetition, repetition with revision, revision that comes unexpectedly, the 

actors surprise themselves with their responses. The participant works to become an active 

listener: they settle into the moment by calming their attention and body to focus on the here and 

now. Doing so brings them adjacent to the Sublime, opening up their potentiality for change and 

allowing each person to talk and be receptive to anything said to them. The potential that exists 

between partners rests at the heart of Meisner acting technique. Through such simple things as 

making eye contact, repeating back the things said to them, and preliminary developing of a 

character’s given circumstances, an actor feels not only connected but truly dependent on the 

immediacy of their partner and the events of the scene they are in. The important space lies not 

with either one actor, or the two collectively, but instead in the space they energize between 

them. This space outside themselves, where their foci meet, mingle, and form a new and 

amorphous thing, culminating in a space of shamanic potentiality.  

Meisner’s techniques engage proximal nostalgia by exploring interpersonal connection 

through listening by focusing on communion. I offer for consideration that the distinctions 

present in Meisner’s acting pedagogy set its efficacy and – dare I say – importance apart as a 

methodology for generating quality interpersonal connections, generative as in a shamanic sense 

for healing community, and that quality connections are dependent on a relationality to nostalgia, 

specifically proximal over reminiscent nostalgia. According to Herbert Blau, the immateriality of 

performance means it will constantly disappear before our eyes; he says the “ghostings of 

(dis)appearance” with theatre previews “the body’s long initiation in the mystery of its 

vanishing” (Take Up the Bodies 299). In other words, actions performed in theatrical time-space 
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are honest, immediate, and fleeting in the present, in the time-space of here/now as opposed to 

there/then. Therefore, the actor must be available and ready at any given moment. Blau says that 

actors, in order to prepare, must empty themselves out and begin fresh with their role each time. 

This means that one cannot come into a scene with predetermined or presupposed notions of the 

emotional moment-to-moment states. Instead, the actor must be in the moment and available to 

their scene partner in open and honest ways. Such a thing cannot be done if there are 

expectations for certain outcomes. This does not negate the importance or relevance of 

understanding given circumstances of a scene, or emotional preparation before the scene begins, 

but Meisner method points out that these factors are to be initiated prior to the scene and lasts 

only momentarily: “preparation lasts only for the first moment of the scene, and then you never 

know what’s going to happen” (Meisner and Longwell 79). Once the scene has begun, the actor 

should have their attention directed at the space in front of them so the stimuli that come their 

way can change them from their emotional starting point. They must be mentally and spiritually 

open, available, and present77 in order to ride the wave of genuine emotional responses, and an 

availability to the happenings in the time-space of here/now matters most.   

Meisner’s utilization of repetition in his pedagogy, striving with the Word Repetition 

Gam for mantra-like repeating of observations, statements, and eventually character dialogue, 

shares a meditativeness akin to that seen in Buddhism. Meisner addresses in his tutelage the idea 

of “acting out your clichés,” which he connects to people working from habits designed to please 

others performatively rather than behaving honestly (Meisner and Longwell 53). Wanting to 

share this type of human experience ties back to the attention-driven ego, the ego fueled by 

 
77 I must point out the linguistic simultaneity in English of the word present as both a state of being in time-space 
and a temporal moment. This alludes to the famous proverb, most recently capitalized by the film Kung Fu Panda: 
“Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery, but today is a gift; that is why it is called the present.”  
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retrospect. Ego only exists when energy from the id interacts with external stimuli of reality and 

internal stimuli such as memory (Hall 41). Meisner instructs his students to “take away the logic, 

because the repetition will induce real emotion and the logic stays mental” (Meisner and 

Longwell 47). For example, when someone dies, we say we miss them because they are no 

longer with us, which constitutes logos; the problem, however, remains that they are still with us 

in the sense that they still exist in our memory, meaning pathos. That dichotomy of simultaneous 

logos and pathos equates to nostalgia. If that dead someone were truly no longer present, it 

would not matter; sadness arises from our attachment to their lingering presence in our memory. 

This duality of pleasure and pain in both reality and memory are shared by Buddhism and 

Meisner’s theories.  

The shamanic correlation that Buddhism and Meisner share regards the ego. There are 

three paths or yanas within Buddhism that relate to ego: Hinayana, Mahayana, and Tantrayana 

(Smith and Novak 106). They can be understood in the context of how each path addresses ego 

as it relates to the external parameters of the binary structures of Self and Other (65). At the 

Hinayana level your ego focuses on “benefitting self,” or recognition, and at the Mahayana level 

your ego focuses on “benefitting others” and how you can help others through compassion 

(Yoshihito 75). Achieving the Tantrayana or tantric level, meanwhile, means existing between 

the binary of Self and Other, avoiding the ego which causes transformation with the 

intermingling of the id and stimuli. In Tantrayana Buddhism, the concept of “one taste” offers a 

perspective that all human experience exists at the same level of value (Kubiak). In other words, 

anger as an emotional state of being does not differ from empathy. So, through meditative 

practice and the awareness that all emotions are equally relevant to the human experience, one 

can let them arise when they do, not cling to them but rather allow them to be and, without 
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attaching importance that would retain or prolong their existence, let them go. This parallels 

Meisner’s intentions with his exercises to feel what he calls impulses: “Keep up the repetition 

until something happens to you, something that will come right out of you” (Meisner and 

Longwell 47). If we let emotions arise and be what they are from the id, and not feed them via 

the ego of logic, then we can release unnecessary energies from ourselves, allow ourselves to be 

open and receptive, and in so doing aid in others being able to do the same. 

Buddhist meditation and Meisner-style repetition provide states of cognitive lucidity that 

subdue ego, which roots itself in the past, and open up an individual to the potentiality of future-

focus. The mind is an infinite field of cognitive lucidity from which thought comes out, based on 

internal and external impulses. Fear to your environment, for example, generates such a somatic 

response. According to The Ninth Karmapa's The Ocean of Definitive Meaning, thought occurs 

of the mind and does not equal mind itself. When you allow your mind to generate a thought, the 

image of the thought in your mind has its own agency; this harkens to the earlier exploration of 

simultaneous agencies of the noh actor and their character. We attach agency to the imaginary, 

even though it exists merely as thought of the mind. In that regard, a bear and the fear of a bear 

are the same thing. When you meditate, you are listening, to “notice what mental qualities are in 

fact present” (Smith and Novak 82). Schechner points to this as a goal of Zen, to be “ever-

present” (Schechner 8). Being vigilantly present78 also benefits acting; “our imaginations,” 

Meisner says, “are every bit as strong, if not stronger, than the experiences we can recall from 

our past” (Meisner and Longwell 79). For the not-quite shamans, “half shamans” as Pederson 

refers to them, not paying attention predicates madness, not being able to be in the present 

 
78 Again, the linguistic multiplicity in English of the word present: physical, mental, and temporal.  
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(Pederson 7). A missing meditative state means they are unable to listen to the spirits, like an 

actor may be unable to listen to their impulses, or a Buddhist may be unable to silence their ego.  

In a hypothetical scenario: when someone engages you with a problem, the transition to a 

response relates to the degree to which your ego becomes involved in the process, which relates 

to your shamanic potentiality. As mentioned in the Introduction, consciousness of events happen 

approximately 80 milliseconds prior (Shifting Time); imagine, then, how thoughts clouded by 

ego already slow cognitive processes down. Then, at the Hinayana level, you may try to offer 

advice and a solution to a problem, because it comes from a place of sensing the self and 

believing you possess an answer. From the Mahayana perspective, you would listen to a problem 

without offering a solution but might sit there feeling an acute awareness of yourself as a 

provider of a solution to them with your silence (Kubiak). You may be allowing them to find a 

solution on their own by offering silence support, but your sense of self still lingers in the 

equation. At the Tantrayana level, however, you are opening up to the “interrelatedness of 

things” as opposed to retreating to your own sense of self (Smith and Novak 106). You have 

genuine curiosity for their situation, which focuses outside of yourself to another to create a 

queer time-space of energy between the Self and the Other inhabited by infinite potential, and 

that I call queer spirit. As I see it, then, Meisner technique likens to Tantrayana Buddhism to 

generate queer time-spaces of shamanic potentiality, removing ego from the otherwise crowded 

cognitive space of the mind’s consciousness. 

Conversely, if we reconcile an ego-driven theatrical acting with Buddhism, we see that 

conscious performance feeds personal emotions. For example, if I am performing in a scene and 

reach what I believe to be an important emotional moment, I might want to perform it in a way 

that ensures a consistent emotionality of the scene each time. As the performer, then, I am 
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putting on an affect that feeds into an emotion, action motivated solely by the nostalgia of ego. 

Meisner acting technique emphasizes being open and available to your scene partner(s), 

receptive to the impulse signals that are available to you in the space, and not to perform an idea 

of the situation; this becomes particularly apparent in the training with his Knock on the Door 

exercises. Achieving this comes from repetition exercises where partners get proximally close, 

perhaps to the point of touching, and look directly into each other’s eyes, with or without verbal 

communication. From this context of queer spirit, acting taps into genuine emotions (as opposed 

to planned, calculated, or demonstrated) and produce queer time-space potentiality between two 

actors, shamanic in its capabilities for those witnessing it.  

Using Artaud, if the energy of performative release comes with the incineration of plague 

in the body, then the shamanic and Meisner seem to converge when the concept of the plague 

translates to ego. If one eliminates ego by cultivating a sense of compassion, then one becomes 

capable of eliminating Self and serving as a shaman to the Other. This state of shamanic 

receptivity seems to be what Meisner wants from the actor, as the open and available scene 

partner to the other actor(s) in the space: “It’s empty, it’s inhuman, right? But it has something in 

it. It has connection. Aren’t they listening to each other? That’s the connection. It’s a connection 

which comes from listening to each other, but it has no human quality—yet... It is the basis of 

what eventually becomes emotional dialogue” (Meisner and Longwell 22). His Word Repetition 

Game, much like meditation, in having “no human quality” allow for the creation of a ritualized 

space and shamanic state of mind. By focusing attention outside of one’s self to another person, 

one can silence the self-focused attention the ego needs to exist and creates the shamanic space 

between Self and Other of limitless potential that is queer time-space. Like mantras used in 

meditation, repetition creates a ritualized time-space, a shamanic state of potentiality for the 
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mind to provide access to energy and action within queer space. Because Meisner exercises 

utilize repetition, a shamanic potentiality of queer time-space resides within Meisner’s 

pedagogical approach to acting.  

The relationship of queer time-space with acting pedagogy relates to training and 

practice, providing the metric by which to measure their efficacy: quality. I argue that the 

dynamic of the relationship between a performance and its witnesses comes down to 

conversation, in which the performers offer to their audience part of a communication occurring. 

The audience too participates in the conversation, sending their own perspectives — in audible 

and embodied responses, in mental energy, in spiritual connection — to those performing. In this 

exchange, a conversation takes place. Because we are striving for quality in this conversation of 

reactions and impulses, the Natyashastra offers codified concepts for ranking qualities of 

performance with rasa. Rasa literally translates to “flavor,” and it relates to metaphoric striving 

for a particular essence within a performance, or bhava, that generates a sentiment in the 

audience like that of a meal, which brings with it a lingering, palatable aftertaste of sorts. This 

metaphor connecting the meal-like quality of a performative encounter between two parties 

fruitfully offers the image of the inter-relational conversation as that of food, which we ingest, 

take in, and fill up on in order to satiate our hunger. This presumes an inherent need by the body 

for art in the same way the body desires food. If we work from the belief that art nourishes the 

body, then the conversational construct of the interaction between actor and audience, or even 

two scene partners in an acting class, offer satiation. For this reason, I offer a word to articulate 

the quality of performance that exists in the liminality of queer spirit in its exchange within queer 

time-space, artistic satiation through quality conversation, the kind that Meisner techniques 

produce: conversatiation. 
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PEDAGOGICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH QUEER SPIRIT FOR CONVERSATIATION 

For this concluding portion, I use conversatiation to delineate the queer time-space 

potentiality of Chapters One and Two inherent in Meisner’s methodology from acting 

pedagogies that attempt to transnationally bridge the divide of American and Japanese methods, 

and how it relates to nostalgia. Witnessing Meisner on film or through his words in print offers a 

vantagepoint that allows for contemporary witnessing of his teachings. Conversely, principles at 

the heart of Meisner’s pedagogy can be disregarded, intellectually misunderstood, or 

superficially misinterpreted. None of the predominant resources79 about or featuring Meisner 

offer a spiritual, shamanic potentiality within the pursuit of interpersonal connection; in fact, in 

Sanford Meisner Master Class he blatantly disregards spiritualism in relation to his techniques. 

Meisner’s primary desire was for reality in performance, for actors to experience real emotional 

moments onstage and for audiences to witness them, which he felt had nothing to do with 

anything between acting partners in performance. I disagree with Meisner regarding this 

standpoint. Meisner and other great pedagogues of acting from his time came from a legacy 

focused on the reproducibility of both methodologies and their outcomes, the industrialization of 

the studying of acting, as well as the commodification of these techniques for purposes of career 

longevity. I am not criticizing the desire for financial stability that comes with such structures; 

this remains inseparable from the intentions of such resources, their origins, and the 

intentionality of methodologies.  

 
79 Except for Larry Silverberg’s books on Meisner techniques, that stand as their own offshoot of Meisner’s original 
material, the primary sources of Meisner’s methodologies have a nostalgic quality to them. 
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An in-depth engagement with Meisner’s pedagogy can provide substantial opportunity 

for developing skills in active listening and engaged communication that may be lacking from 

people’s everyday capabilities; however, this does not necessarily engage with queer spirit to 

provide actual potential of queer time-space for conversatiation. Meisner technique as-is has the 

tools; queer spirit, however, an intentional that can be set for generating and maintaining a queer 

time-space, demands the quality of circumstances for meeting its true potentiality in the 

shamanic.   

Shifting Meisner methodology away from a purely realism objective in pursuit of 

shamanic potentiality brings it closer akin to the queerness of Japanese traditional performance. 

There are other Western methodologies that embrace and attempt to utilize components focused 

heavily around the body as a means for tapping into spiritual connectivity, some of which do 

draw upon Eastern methods. Opposing pedagogies immediately developed, as they often do, in 

response to the proliferation of Stanislavski’s methodologies, specifically techniques that 

focused on the body and the potentiality of physical acting techniques. The likes of Yevgeny 

Vakhtangov, Michael Chekhov, and eventually Vsevolod Meyerhold all challenged the theories 

of Stanislavski with alternative perspectives, all of which gave greater emphasis to the body. 

Meyerhold in particular with his Biomechanics has seen a lasting impact, inspiring later work by 

the likes of Jerzy Grotowski. Where Stanislavski and his successors have placed emphasis on 

imaginative processes of the mind as the starting point for emotionality and responses of the 

body, the lineage of Meyerhold has proceeded with a counter-directional standpoint, allowing the 

machinations of the body as a starting point for unlocking the imagination and emotions 

therefrom. The emphasis on physical over thought-based exercises offers parallels with long-

established traditions in Japanese actor training for noh, kabuki, and other older forms. In Japan, 
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there remains to this day with traditional performing arts a life-long commitment to the 

profession and an understanding that mastery comes with many decades of commitment, if at all. 

Acting techniques are based around kata, or dance poses or actions, and this practice dates back 

to before the codification of noh as a form (Komparu xvi). How these movement patterns are 

taught and executed differ in their formality between the traditional Japanese artforms, but the 

transmission of acting pedagogy through actions of the body remains consistent. In all of these 

body-based techniques, however, there persists an emphasis on interpersonal communication; 

whereas mind-based acting methodologies of realism place particular focus on communication 

through words, body-based acting methodologies communicate via either call-response of 

witnessing movement or via improve-based contact responsiveness.  

Where the Eastern and Western perspectives coincide with balance, merely by embracing 

a duality of queer time-space that refuses a privileging of one methodology over another, holds 

the most promise for embracing the potentiality for utilizing queer spirit. Psychophysical acting 

emerged in the last several decades, developed and promoted by the likes of the late Phillip 

Zarrilli. Psychophysical acting offers a melding of the mind and body using an array of concepts, 

theories, and practical exercises of East and West, thus forming an intercultural methodology for 

actor training (Zarrilli 8). Psychophysical acting translates the concept of Stanislavski’s 

communion through active listening of Meisner methodology into a more spiritual lens, 

understanding the communicative potentiality within moments in time-space of interpersonal 

connection. Justifiably, one should question the appropriative nature of Zarrilli and others’s 

cherry picking of Asia-based techniques for their own means. However, at least with Zarrilli’s 

lifelong research into pedagogies within Asian performance and their accompanying 

philosophical perspectives, he took greater care to avoid appropriation, unlike others called out 
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by Zarrilli in his writings80 for more blatant appropriative practices (9). In fact, one might view 

the Western-focused methodologies developed by Tadashi Suzuki as equally appropriation, 

given that he too selected what was useful for him from traditional Japanese performing arts to 

develop a marketable methodology, sold as novel within Western theatrical models for 

performance.  

Psychophysical acting seeks to reconcile and unify the mental capabilities of the actor 

with that of their bodies through the shared perspectives of both Western and Eastern traditions. 

The dichotomous traditions are held openly in conversation with one another, framing their 

communicative capabilities to put more emphasis on the happenings for the individuals rather 

than their importance, creating spaces of potentiality, rhizomatic areas between communicators. 

When actors are positioned across from each other, as they can be during partner games, active 

listening and effective communication allows for impulses to be sent and received. The time-

space of communication does not actually occur, though, at either end of this binary structure, 

i.e. within the two individuals, be it in their minds or bodies. There are impulses landing on 

either end of this interaction, as such the time-space of communication exists in the open space 

between them. In other words, the area between the binary points of demarcation, the location of 

synthesis, the queer time-space of potentiality, offers the actual communicative experience.81  

 
80 Zarrilli lists prominent theorists/practitioners influenced by non-Western traditions (Zarilli 8). When considering 
Min Tian’s latest book, The Use of Asian Theatre for Modern Western Theatre: The Displaced Mirror, which combs 
the archive to reveal the actual research/understanding (or lack thereof) by many of these people from the early 20th 
century, the exact type of examination would reveal later theorists/practitioners, particularly the likes of Anne 
Bogart, Tina Landau, and Tadashi Suzuki, or Peter Brook and Yoshi Oida, and if Tian would be willing to write 
such a book with so many to be questioned still alive and prominently working.  
81 Consider the metaphor of a tennis match: as two players volley the ball at each other over the center line of divide 
of the net, the performative act of communication from one player to the other – where the ball is going – does not 
happen when the ball makes contact with the opposite player. Instead, communication of the destination of the play 
in relation to the player occurs at the middle point, the net, as it is being sent. In other words, a player knows where 
to receive the ball not by the time-space of the ball’s contact with the other player, but instead the location of the ball 
at the net in relation to the origin point that was the other player. It is a trajectory of delivery, an angle, based on 
speed through time-space, that the player must calculate in order to intercept the ball in its travel. This makes the 
sport so difficult, among other factors, and why those at the top of the sport are so skilled.  
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Framing these moments as infinite in their potential for outcomes, decisions, and ideas 

would build more obvious bridges between Japanese traditional performing arts and existing 

concepts within Western actor training methodologies, removing the veil of exoticism that 

persists with attempts for incorporating these concepts to this day. However, while Zarrilli’s 

work in particular has tirelessly attempted to de-exoticize – de-orientalize – Asian contributions 

to the pedagogies of actor training, there still remains work to be done. I see additional room for 

perspective within the merits of psychophysical actor training as a methodology when held in 

tandem with Meisner’s pedagogy, and these two can be more readily combined through 

terminology that bridge the gap. I believe my contributions lies in offering such vocabulary with 

regards to concepts of queerness, time-space, and nostalgia, and terms such as queer spirit, queer 

time-space, conversatiation, and proximal and reminiscent nostalgias. These ideas offer clarity 

for not only greater perspective within existing methodologies, but also expands its audiences 

through philosophy, interconnectivity, and practical examples.  

In my research of the archive and through embodied experimentation in the classroom 

thus far, I affectively combine acting pedagogies from Meisner, traditional Japanese performing 

arts, and intercultural psychophysical acting of Zarrilli by setting the intention of queer spirit. All 

of them strive for eliminating an overreliance on individual ego in favor of the actor becoming an 

egoless vessel of receptivity, ready with the intentionality of queer spirit in order to feel the 

intercommunicative impulses that arise between multiple actors, and between an actor and the 

audience, in queer time-space. Even this potpourri of actor training pedagogies embraces the 

potentiality of queerness as a post-structural optimism for unique, diverse outcomes, and that in 

itself advocates for greater queer conceptualizations with the training of actors. We must strive to 

achieve through our intentions (queer spirit) a queerer quality of connection and communion 
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(conversatiation). In order to experience conversatiation through engagement with queer spirit’s 

intentionality, opportunity within the time-space of here/now must be found. Opportunity in this 

regard pertains to the capability within consciousness – with nostalgia and how we frame it – and 

the context. Context in terms of theatre exists in the realm of storytelling, and therefore stories 

are needed in order to provide nostalgic times/spaces within which all of these concepts – queer 

time-space, queer spirit, conversatiation – can all be encountered. The next chapter shows how 

there exists in the current Western canon occasional exceptions in which queer time-space 

appears within the structure of the story, so these case study examples can be seen with a new 

analytical light.  
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Chapter 4 

Queer Time-Spaces: proximal nostalgia in Western theatrical canon 

 

The previous chapter establishes actor training and pedagogy as a way of utilizing 

proximal nostalgia to engage with queer time-space at the individual level. This chapter expands 

the concept to theatre more generally and provides evidence in the existing Western canon of 

exceptional plays that have inadvertently (or at least through their own theoretical standpoints) 

utilize proximal nostalgia as a shamanic event for audiences to experience queer time-space. In 

doing so, I showcase moments of their witnessing as theatre’s unique ability to manipulate time-

space in multiple ways. In the book Reading Theatre, Anne Ubersfeld in her chapter “Theatre 

and Time” says, “time in the theatre is not easily grasped, either at the level of the text or at the 

level of performance,” because of the complicated relationship theatre has with time (126). 

Ubersfeld introduces what she calls theatrical time as a duality that exists between “the time 

taken for performance and the time pertaining to represented action” (127). In other words, 

theatrical performance has ontologically built within it a simultaneity of times: time pertaining to 

the real world of the actors and the audience as subject and witness in space, and time that 

pertains to the given circumstances of the play, i.e. the time of imagined setting. Either of those 

times can be thought of as multiplicitous; more on this follows throughout the chapter.  

The heritage of our understanding of this multiplicity between the time of reality and the 

time of imagination in Western civilization traces back at the very least to Plato’s Allegory of the 

Cave, in which the nature of mimetic imitation questions the reality of time/space for the 

enchained prisoners and their perception/understanding of reality via the story in shadows. This 

chapter seeks to contribute to this millennia-old discourse on perception of time(s) with 
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contemporary case studies, mainly plays – Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, Suzan-Lori 

Parks’s The America Play, Wajdi Mouawad’s Tideline, and Mfoniso Udofia’s runboyrun and In 

Old Age – to showcase its ongoing existance in theatrical storytelling. The symbiotic relationship 

between theatrical time and space/time encapsulates theatre as the essential locus point of 

proximal nostalgia. That being said, it is not enough for theatre to exist for there to be 

engagement with or a utilization of proximal nostalgia. Instead, theatrical time and space/time 

coexisting simultaneously make for the perfect conditions in which particular engagement with 

proximal nostalgia can be implemented. Japan’s connection to queer space’s potentiality via its 

historic relationship with proximal nostalgia has been up to this point the topic of exploration, 

eventually lending itself to important ways to reevaluate actor training pedagogy.  

In this chapter, relevant examples within artistic works in the Western canon illustrate how 

purposeful implementation of proximal nostalgia as a perspective in theatrical space can achieve 

something beyond narrative linearity in a culture otherwise mired in reminiscent nostalgia, 

specifically embracing the avant-garde through the utilization of ghosts to create moments of 

multiplicitous time-space for examination. I demonstrate how plays facilitate practices for 

engaging queer time-space in such a way as to help redeem/reclaim connections to queer time-

space in large groups.  

To use the words of Shakespeare’s character Hamlet: “The play’s the thing”82 (Hamlet 

2.2).  Stories are the way in which we collectively find out the potentiality for change, through 

the use the story. Japan had built into its society —  because of culture, tradition, mythology, 

national narrative — stories that reflected its Shinto/Zen embrace of queer time-space. So, to 

 
82 This line brings up parallels between this chapter and Shakespeare’s play. In Hamlet, a ghost sets in motion 
metatheatrical moments surrounding the play within the play, which in turn comments on things in the play that 
Hamlet lays out for the audience. Queer time-space is engaged with through the layering of time-spaces. 
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(re)engage with that connection, we need to support plays that provide opportunities to 

experience moments of queer time-space.  

All five of the case-study plays, selected because they provide opportunities to 

experience moments of queer time-space, to varying degrees fall within what would be defined 

as avant-garde theatre. According to Yusuke Minami in explaining the term with regards to the 

work of Yayoi Kusama, ‘avant-garde’ originally referred to the ‘advance guard’ of the military. 

“When [avant-garde] was appropriated to the art world,” Minami explains, “it took on the 

meaning of an uncharted way forward and related to basic aspects of Modernism since the 19th 

century” (Minami 263). The term in art represents a forward progression of aesthetic thought, in 

the spirit of the Modernist movement, that pushes against the quotidian social norms of its time 

to something new, unfamiliar, and disruptive to expectations. As such, because the artistic work 

reflects its temporal location, it connects with time-space.  

If artistic pieces such as the plays I am choosing to examine still provide moments of 

time-space confusion or disruption in a contemporary setting compared to their original contexts, 

as I believe these plays do, then time-space presents inherently queer, otherwise their aesthetic 

would evolve to be normalized for a contemporary audience. An example of this normalization 

of what once qualified as avant-garde can be seen with the aesthetic theories of Bertolt Brecht. 

Tom Pye, Set Designer for the National Theatre’s 2008 production of Brecht’s Mother Courage 

and Her Children, in “An Introduction to Bertolt Brecht” said the following: “[Brecht’s] ideals 

of alienation, when he was writing [Mother Courage and Her Children], would have been 

staggering to the audience. They would have been very disconcerting. And all those methods 

have just been taken up as general practice…. It’s become very typical theatre language” (Pye 

0:05:25-0:05:47). All this to say that the avant-garde has a temporality existing in time-space 
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which aesthetically changes over chronological time, from being something queer to 

hegemonically normative.  

Such is the nature of all art as commodity in relation to queer time-space: in order for 

something to be commodified, it must exist on a binary. Even with the advent of cognitive 

capitalism in the modern age, which accepts “new modes of accumulation centered on 

knowledge and technology, with more flexible work, more horizontal structures of labor, which 

uses collective intelligence systems, and virtual rather than physical objects,” a commodity still 

requires structural definition, often in relation to something else (Illouz 11). Interestingly, this 

binary-based mode of definition harkens to ma, 間, the Japanese word for space, gap, pause, or 

“between two points in space”; in traditional Japanese arts and culture, ma suggests an interval 

(Nitschke). Ma gives perspective for there being a definition of something based on something 

else, but unlike ma, substantive emptiness queer in its infinite potentiality, the other element 

within the definition of commodity also counts as a commodity; this is capitalism83.  

To go back to Brecht and the avant-garde, where once his theories in practice were 

forward thinking to the point of being alienating (which was his intention), now, as Pyre 

suggests, his concepts have become so commonplace that they may no longer be defined as 

avant-garde. Artwork classified as avant-garde can be commodified, but a queer piece remains 

elusive in definition, and I would say therefore that such a piece counts as a commodity for its 

being avant-garde or its broader definition (a painting, a sculpture) rather than its form. In terms 

of theatre, truly avant-garde plays or play elements – at least in this contemporary perspective of 

 
83 In putting the definition of capitalism by Karl Marx, Marc Silver explains, “In the process of articulating the 
essential social relations of capitalism, [Marx] was able to explain how the interconnections among the basic 
relationships formed a determining structure that tended to follow its own logic, constrained the actions of those 
who participated in it, yet simultaneously generated conditions that systematically undermined its own stability… 
Marx’s dialectical analytic method pointed to the internal tensions within the capitalist system” (Silver 3). 
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the year 2020 – in order to be categorized as such must still resist commodification by retaining a 

queer time-space within its text, and by extension in their performance.  

The plays I have selected to focus on for this chapter fall within this parameter for the 

avant-garde, pushing – at least in some ways – so far forward in their manipulation of time-space 

in their narrative that we have yet to hegemonically reach that point. Suzan Lori-Parks’s The 

America Play, set in and around a chasm in time-space referred to as the Great Hole of History, 

deals with intergenerational trauma and the need to excavate lost histories, done through the 

overlapping of time-spaces and articulation of narrative through objects. Next, Tony Kushner’s 

Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes grapples with national identity and 

spiritual upheaval at times of tremendous difficulty, usurping all expectations of time-space to 

find meaning and truth. Wajdi Mouawad’s Tideline, meanwhile, deals with similar ideas, only in 

this play venturing beyond time-spaces of the United States to journey through identities based in 

tradition and heritage. Lastly, Mfoniso Udofia’s runboyrun and In Old Age overlap time-spaces 

of past locations and communities to reflect on the nature of trauma as a haunting of our 

histories, holding us back from moving forward in our narratives. These plays all maintain queer 

time-space through their layering of past and present spatio-temporalities within their avant-

garde narratives, which I examine using the lens of proximal nostalgia.  

To elaborate: the avant-garde situates within a nostalgia lens. No pushing forward occurs 

without an active engagement with/from where we were then or are now. Sometimes, however, 

what we call avant-garde within a nostalgic context carries more so a past-focused reminiscent 

nostalgic perspective, meaning it relies on a separation of here/now perspective of time-space to 

a retreated there/then of memory, as opposed to a proximal nostalgia positioned more forward to 

the line of the contemporary, or now. We have examined individual tapping into queer time-
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space through perspective, and exercises that focus the perspective away from the addictive 

memory of reminiscent nostalgia for the more forward-focused proximal nostalgia. Now, these 

avant-garde plays are textual resources that might structurally guide a group of artists to 

collectively arrive at a place of shamanic queer time-space by addressing its storytelling needs. 

For this chapter, using methods for play analysis and dramaturgy to examine each of the plays 

selected shows how play structure as written, the settings as defined within the storytelling, and 

that which the audience as reader/witness experiences are elements of the avant-garde, and as 

such provide moments demanding queer time-space be collectively engaged. By doing so, I 

argue that these plays – only four of countless others that no doubt exist or will exist in the future 

– make ideal materials for engaging concepts discussed throughout this dissertation, particularly 

the merits of expanding our understanding of nostalgia.  

All five plays have ghosts or ghost-like entities that appear to either silently haunt or 

actively engage with the living characters of the present, the ghosts themselves representing an 

element of the past. Through ghosts an audience might recognize the avant-garde elements 

within a play, or that the text expects them to engage with queer time-space. The five plays 

selected have one unifying element that demands a queered perspective of many presumed 

concepts, such a life and a singular time-space: ghosts. The appearance of ghosts seems to signal 

to the audience that here/now overlaps with there/then, and with this overlap we experience a 

queering a time-space loaded with shamanic potentiality.  

In the world of the theatre, the dead are able to return and confront the living, allowing 

for change in both, perhaps, but certainly for the living person. This harkens to the theatrical 

theories and practices of Polish director Tadeusz Kantor. Kantor created a theatrical vocabulary 

around the dead, and how they relate to the ideal actor via Gordon Craig’s concept of the Divine 
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Marionette, or Mannequin (Kantor 106). “The MANNEQUIN84 in my theatre must become a 

MODEL through which pass a strong sense of DEATH and the conditions of the DEAD,” said 

Kantor, “A model for the live ACTOR” (112). For Kantor, the actor’s body acts as a vessel for 

summoning figures from the past, and the most effective actors are ones who allow their bodies 

to serve as such. Kantor consistently engages with two concepts in his work: the past, evident 

with the amount of characters that appear in his plays based on people from his past, and his 

perspective, which can be seen in his actually being onstage and directing in real time-space 

during his show’s performances.  

With those two elements combined onstage, a sort of embodied memory of Kantor 

occurs, that he and the audience both witness, and the theatricality of the moment allows him the 

ability to manipulate his memories from past time-space in present time-space. This doubleness 

of time-spaces in theatrical space provides a chance for recapitulation, as Kantor puts it, through 

“the relationship of the living to the dead” (114). In other words, Kantor shows how the past and 

the present can be put into dialogue with each other as a way for the present to elicit change via 

repeated embodied interrogation, manipulation, and reevaluation of the past through actors 

standing in for its ghosts, not just for him (though they are drawn from his memories and his 

past) but also for the community of the audience, collectively witnessing this recapitulation. 

Kantor’s ideas share obvious and interesting parallels with Japan’s noh theatre in this regard. 

This chapter, therefore, incorporates concepts from Kantor along with ideas from noh brought up 

in earlier chapters to offer insight into the potentiality of queer time-space using ghosts to work 

through traumatic past events.  

 
84 The words in all-caps are emphasis added by the translator based on Kantor’s original text in Polish. Throughout 
his writing, Kantor offers a performative, poetic writing style that is post-structuralist, which performs aims to 
perform the theory or concept in the articulating of it in words. These all-caps emphases perform his lean-ins, 
mimicking an enthusiasm otherwise present in speech.  
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SCRIPTIVE THINGS IN THE AMERICA PLAY 

My first case study, The America Play by Suzan-Lori Parks, has become a recognized 

part of the Western academic canon of theatre texts. The differentiation matters, because while 

this play seems to have been a mainstay of drama anthology textbooks for several years, the play 

does not appear to enjoy a wide performance distribution, or even a greater recognition in the 

world beyond institutions of learning. Arguably Parks’s most commercially successful play – 

Topdog/Underdog, for which she received a Pulitzer Prize in Drama, among other accolades – 

does not appear in the canonical collections used in academic settings, however. Part of the 

reason may have to do with avant-garde components that The America Play retains to this day, 

despite its being published nearly 30 years ago in 1993; portions of the play have resisted 

normalization. In The America Play, an African American man referred to as the Foundling 

Father, dressed as Abraham Lincoln, runs an attraction where people pay to pretend to be John 

Wilkes Booth and reenact Lincoln’s assassination, simulating the events according to their 

understanding/recollection of history. Meanwhile, the Foundling Father’s wife and son, in the 

years following his death from apparently having been shot, dig in a cavernous void referred to 

as “the Great Hole of History” in an attempt to find remnants of their husband/father’s forgotten 

past. With scenes that bounce back and forth in time, as well as some that suggest an overlap of 

time, as well as a confrontation of history through objects that serve to (re)present the lost 

narratives of silenced individuals, The America Play offers much to examine when looking for 

textual examples of proximal nostalgia, providing queer time-space as a space of potentiality. In 

this section, I point out parallels between the scriptive performativity of objects in Chapter 1 and 

the The America Play to establish shared narratives of national trauma. Then, by utilizing 
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scriptive thing theory, I show how Parks in this play usurps the expectations of quotidian 

storytelling to turn the theatre into a shamanic space for communal healing.  

Structurally, the play divides into two acts, “Act One: Lincoln Act” and “Act Two: The 

Hall of Wonders.” The first act contains one long scene solely pertaining to the Foundling Father 

As Abraham Lincoln and his attraction, with him sitting in the space of the reenactments, talking 

about his life and motivations, only to be interrupted periodically by people referred to as Man or 

Woman, numbered. This first act informs the reader/viewer of the given circumstances of the 

character, that he supposedly resembles Abraham Lincoln, and that he was a gravedigger. He 

refers to Lincoln as the Great Man, and he refers to himself as the Lesser Known. With this stage 

picture alone, we are provided with a striking duality: seated on the stage, in a mise-en-scène 

described as “A great hole. In the middle of nowhere. The hole is an exact replica of the Great 

Hole of History” (Parks 159), sits an African American man, dressed to look like Abraham 

Lincoln, seated next to a bust of the same man. These two Lincolns, complimentary but differing 

in their depiction, begin the narrative with a strong sense of abnormality and layering.  

This starting image also establishes a semiotic significance for the bust of Lincoln, 

carrying with it a set of inherent meaning and messages that are highlighted when paired 

alongside an African American man costumed to resemble it. In Wim Denslagen’s book 

Romantic Modernism: Nostalgia in the World of Conservation, the author begins the final 

chapter of the book which focuses on nostalgia by saying, “The copy is an act of homage to its 

original and repeating it is an act of commemoration” (167; emphasis added by me). This quote 

situates homage as spatial and commemorative, as being of time. The book focuses on the 

reproduction of objects such as cars and the architecture of buildings, but this sentence strikingly 

uses the word act. While producing an homage in space requires actions, the act itself can be a 
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moment in time that can be repeated for commemoration. This can be objects, but it can also be 

past events. The bust of Lincoln here pulls the past contexts of Lincoln to the time-space of 

here/now in the moment with the Foundling Father, as homage and commemoration. So too does 

the Foundling Father carry Lincoln nostalgia with his top hat and beard, but with his ethnicity he 

also brings a plethora of historical associations, not to mention the specific nostalgic lens of his 

blackness in relation to Lincoln by proximity in time-space with his bust and costume.  

Parks has a particular way of looking at time in relation to her plays and their dealing 

with history, known and unknown. In “Elements of Style,” Parks describes history as “time that 

won’t quit” (Parks 15), and time as being circular (10). She pushes back against the idea of the 

Standard Time Line, which she depicts as an arrow of time, and says that the Standard Plot Line 

are “in cahoots,” meaning that they are codependent on each other, or acting together as 

accomplices (11). With this, she justifies her embrace of avant-garde content, which ultimately 

affects the form since “content and form are interdependent,” thus disrupting typical time-space 

present in the narrative structure (7). Parks specifically implements this in her work through what 

she calls Rep and Rev, short for Repetition and Revision. Here we see connection to Meisner 

acting exercises, that utilize the idea of repetition to identify impulses through change85. So, too, 

Parks says of change that “revision is the thing” (9). By engaging in moments of repetition – of 

action, of speech – “characters refigure their words and through a refiguring of language show us 

that they are experiencing their situation anew” (Parks 9). In other words, through (re)visiting of 

something in time-space, repeating the time and space of the time-space of the thing in question, 

allows for discoveries to be made. While she has moments of repeated language or lack thereof 

 
85 This is similar to jazz, another key concept for Parks in her methodology. Jazz, as a quintessential expression of 
black experience, resists the master’s temporality through the time-based performance of music. 
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(silences, “spells”) happening throughout The America Play, her true mastery of the avant-garde 

comes from engaging with queer time-space through objects.  

In The America Play, scriptive things – as discussed in Chapter 1 – utilized in 

conjunction with Rep and Rev allow for the reclamation of lost historical narrative, within the 

narrative and outside of it, by providing opportunity to learn from the script of objects through an 

engagement with queer time-space via proximal nostalgia. While digging in “an exact replica86  

of The Great Hole of History,” Lucy and Brazil unearth several objects that they and the 

audience associate with the Foundling Father, such as the bust of Abraham Lincoln (182), a 

television (193), and other items. The bust in particular stands as an obvious repetition for the 

audience, having seen it next to the Foundling Father at the start of the play. In seeing the bust 

again, its unearthing becomes less about what the moment means for Brazil or Lucy and more to 

do with the audience’s acknowledgement in memory of the past time-space of the bust. Seeing 

the bust again summons from the audience’s memory a new time-space context: unburied, 

covered in dirty, separate from the Foundling Father. Nostalgia occurs for the audience in this 

moment of witnessing, but also the nostalgic re-narration of the bust’s scriptive history 

semiotically inhabits multiple time-spaces simultaneously – then/there and here/now, for 

Foundling Father and for Brazil/Lucy.  

The bust as a prop has deep meaning, but to view the bust as a scriptive thing provides 

even more nuance and importance. Busts in general carry a great deal of sociopolitical meaning 

with them. Its bust-ness alone – most likely sculpted of stone or casted with plaster, heavy and 

delicate, a pristine white coloration – demands certain behaviors to accompany it, mainly that it 

 
86 Even the Great Hole in Act Two mimetically replicates the original hole. In this way, the copy of The Great Hole 
of History is a museum, built to replicate a time-space that holds the primary objects of history in order to 
contextualize them. The play questions who built this replica for context, and who curated that context. Brazil says 
“hearsay” suggests it was started by the Foundling Father (179).  
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be treated carefully and kept clean. This bust, being of Lincoln, also carries with it the script of 

his entire mythology, recounted and confronted at different points throughout the play; in a 

sense, Lincoln – through his visage in the bust and with the Foundling Father’s impersonation –  

haunts this play. Unearthing it from the ground suggests that the bust’s whiteness has been 

colored brown with the dirt, performing through the object a disruption to its expected narrative. 

The bust then stands in for history and the story thereof that in its scriptiveness expects to be 

read, understood, curated, and maintained; the unearthing of a dirty bust shows how the object 

asks for pristineness of historical narrative, but (1) its narrative has been curated through the 

object’s performed script, and (2) this narrative can/will be disturbed through repetition. If the 

bust had not been unearthed, the idea of it in historical context would have remained frozen in 

the past. Instead, it has come back, brought out of the ground to be examined in a new time-

space context. The historical narrative that the object tells/represents can be questioned. Because 

“History is time that won’t quit” for Parks, opportunity to unearth and (re)create the past always 

exists in the circular nature of time.  

The America Play performatively juxtaposes primary and secondary source materials, 

particularly in relation to historical narratives such as those of African Americans, that  may have 

been lost, forgotten, or purposefully silenced or erased. Using the general understanding of 

primary source material being from the subject’s time, a direct narrative for the context in 

question, and secondary source material being after the fact, an indirect narrative of a separate 

context, the play strives to address a fundamental conundrum surrounding historical archives. 

Archives are subject to biased and privileged positionality of not only those who create them but 

also the source material itself. Because of biases, subjects of deleted historical narratives lack 

primary source materials that archive their existence. Addressing missing narratives in the 
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archive, as demonstrated in the play, can occur through objects. Much as archeologists unearth 

the remains from peoples of the past in order to deduce what has been lost over time to our 

archival narrative, so too might objects scriptively offer insight into narratives purposely 

removed from common-held history. This, of course, raises the question as to whether the object 

counts as a primary source or not. Close objects can get to the historical context of a narrative 

that has been lost, serving as the primary source to the epistemology. However, by utilizing 

deductive reasoning – based either on what little information we know or can be read from the 

object as a scriptive thing – excavated objects also fundamentally serve as secondary sources.  

Simultaneity with objects as source material in research, in their literalness (primary) and 

their implications (secondary), harkens to the performative potentiality of objects when viewed 

as scriptive things, while never negating the object’s independent agency. This reflects object 

theory and semiotics, insofar as an object always stands in relation to what it represents and how 

that should be interpreted. Then again, Garcia speaks of how the mimetic interpretation – that of 

art, poetry, and narrative – have a dualistic relationality: “If I affect the present and absented 

object, I also affect the absent and presented, and thus represented, object” (Garcia 252). This 

simultaneity, this duality, reads queer, because within time-space exists two conflicting time-

spaces at once, of both but completely of neither, yet within the artistic moment completely 

dependent on each other, not unlike the play as a text, or as embodied through theatrical 

performance. Parks’s scene “G: The Great Beyond” of Act Two depends on the time-space of the 

Foundling Father, simultaneously dead/gone and standing as a past figure within the present 

moment of Brazil and Lucy. Brazil, having never known his father (Foundling Father), can 

(re)create a narrative through the bodily presence of his father, poetically in time-space as a 

ghost.  
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Lucy embodies a confrontation of forgotten past, as objects allow her to seemingly 

unearth elements of her own past forgotten from the time-space when her and Foundling Father 

overlapped, thus suggesting her forgetting of the past despite her having been there to experience 

it. Lucy begins to find her “re-memberies” as more objects come out of the hole they are digging 

(194). In the avant-garde nature of the play, e.g. Brazil brings out a television from the hole, 

Lucy begins to list real and nontangible objects – an apron, her old hairstyle, her jokes, “thuh key 

of G,” among a list of other random things – which Lucy refers to as “thuh stuff out of my head” 

(194). As such, Lucy’s memory becomes another Great Hole of History with gaps in its narrative 

that must be mined for scriptive things to fill in the story of history.  

Parks suggests that the narrative of the forgotten past gets increasingly harder to hear, 

making the digging – literal and mental – crucial; she does this through the recurrence of 

gunshots that echo through the space as they dig. “Act Two: The Hall of Wonder” uses echoing 

gunshots to call back to the time-space and actions of “Act One: Lincoln Act,” a sound of 

violence – depending on the interpretation as directed toward the Foundling Father, or directed at 

Lincoln, or both, or neither – serving as a reminder of past traumatic events whose narrative 

exists as little more than an echo. Like the scriptive things being pulled from the ground, and 

perhaps partially because of them, the echoes also serve as reminders of missing portions of 

history, out of sight but not out of mind, of memory. Importantly, though, the echoes become 

softer in volume as the act progresses, as echoes would acoustically, however in the context of 

the echoes symbolizing past trauma this suggests a gradual disappearance or forgetting of the 

trauma in the historical time-space. Of course, as suggested earlier, history cannot be lost entirely 

in circular time, but, much like echoes, memories become vague and distant as chronological 

time passes.  
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Utilizing scriptive things provides opportunity for the healing of trauma caused by 

disappearing narratives. In “Elements of Style,” Parks indicates that the trauma caused by the 

known history of African Americans inspires her dramaturgical focus. “Elements of Style” 

through images, elaborations on how she understands/utilizes terms, and poetry all showcase the 

lingering trauma from the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, slavery, and living in the aftermath of 

erased history. Her illustrations incorporate math equations as one way of showcasing both an 

infinite space for question, repeatedly asking the reader to “Solve for x” in which “x” either 

equals the distance back and forth along the Trans-Atlantic trade routes between Africa and 

North America (Parks 12), or when “x” equals the “the true measure of the Great Man’s Stature” 

(Parks 14).   

Parks finds potentiality within the time-space of theatre. Again, the infinite potentiality of 

time-space as intentionally established by her within her play text I classify as queer time-space. 

Parks’s chooses to structurally codify the time-space of her narrative’s intentionality with the 

play. Unlike other play narratives (not all, but many, especially within the Western canon), Parks 

has specifically written time-space to be (re)generative for lost historical narrative, to fill in gaps 

in history left behind when, for example, slave and former-slave narratives were either removed 

or simply never included in the historical archive. Digging up artifacts from the past in the play 

represents a pulling closer of the past, thus bringing to the present ideas and memories of the 

past; this is proximal nostalgia. She goes a step further with this, though, to theatrically 

demonstrate how the digging up engages with the forgotten past, and that brings the ghost of the 

Foundling Father into the time-space of his family. Brazil not only unearths artifacts as 

mementos, he also uncovers the forgotten story of his father, which manifests his father before 

him, to have a literal conversation with him and tell him the story that otherwise would have 
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been untold; even Lucy, still alive, has forgotten the past, and wouldn’t have been able to tell 

him the full story. We, the audience, are privy to this (re)discovery of the historical narrative, 

too, and thus in witnessing of these events we communally benefit from the play’s utilization of 

queer time-space’s potentiality. Not just the history of the characters have been erased and haunt 

as a distant echo; this represents all of our history. Unearthing objects from the past summons  

ghosts to provide space of shamanic healing for everyone.   

 

ECHOES OF MISHIMA’S QUEER BODY POLITIC IN ANGELS IN AMERICA  

The next case study in my opinion is arguably the most important American theatrical 

contribution of the 1990s, if not the late twentieth century: Tony Kushner’s Angels in America: A 

Gay Fantasia on National Themes. This epic play explodes all the false narratives around 

gender, sexuality, race, illness, relationships, and national mythologies laid bare during the 

Reagan 1980s and the AIDS epidemic. In this two-part, seven-hour-long story, Kushner focuses 

primarily on the character of Prior Walter, a gay white man sick and dying with AIDS. When 

considering nostalgia as a relationship between the past and the present, Prior as a character goes 

beyond the barrier between life and death. Kushner in fact highlights and differentiates scenes 

within the play that are meant to be seen as either straddling that line or going beyond it, 

presenting events different from scenes taking place in the “real world,” by flirting with the 

avant-garde. This harkens to Yukio Mishima, who was constantly acknowledging the divide 

between life and death, showing it in performance of art and life. In Angels in America, a 

Valium-addicted Mormon housewife married to a closeted gay man named Harper refers to the 

time and place of this divide as the “threshold of revelation” (Kushner 34). Prior, although the 

main focus of the play and the one seemingly straddling an existence between the past and 
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present, as a gay man represents a fully realized, embodied spirit, and in the play becomes a 

prophet. A deliverer of a divine message, a prophet conveys spiritual truths to those who receive 

them; we might also consider a prophet as someone straddling multiple time-spaces. Prior exists 

both here and there, then and now, and characters that Prior interacts with, who are receptive to 

at least part the message that the audience witnesses, also exist in middle space between the past 

and present, even though they may not realize it; they engage in the performance of nostalgic 

events more than Prior does in creating the scenarios for the scenes to take place, splitting his 

time before multiple time-spaces.  

Prior isn’t the only character doing so, though; Harper, the Angel, and ghosts all 

demonstrate a clarity – now or in the past – that exists in queer time-space, which apparently lies 

beyond the line between life and death. Kantor, again, provides context for articulating this 

concept: “OPPOSITE those who remained on this side there stood a MAN DECEPTIVELY 

SIMILAR to them, yet… infinitely DISTANT, shockingly FOREIGN, as if DEAD, cut off by an 

invisible BARRIER” (Kantor 113). Kantor’s fascination with the potentiality of theatrical 

performance allows bodies in space to serve a vessels, as if dead, to carry out the events from 

beyond this world. In Angels in America, Kushner also utilizes bodies – of the actors and of the 

characters – to communicate across the barrier between life and death, or afterlife. Kushner’s 

unique perspective on the barrier seems to center around queerness and specifically its ability to 

allow us to transcend the two worlds. In this section, I detail characters and moments in the 

play’s two parts that indicate the time-space of Heaven/afterlife to be queer, and how they 

ultimately demonstrate through the body to experience multiple time-spaces, providing queer 

time-space for the audience as a community to enter into as well.  
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One scene in Angels in America provides a multiplicity of time-space via Prior being a 

prophet: the recounting of the Angel’s first visit as told by Prior to Belize in 1.2 of Part Two: 

Perestroika. Layering of multiple time-spaces in established earlier in the play, in Prior’s fever 

dream of 1.7 of Angels in America, Part One: Millennium Approaches, in which Harper and 

Prior enter into altered states of perception – drug-induced for Harper from Valium and fever-

induced for Prior from his illness, by their admission – a space that allows for the two of them to 

meet. A state of non-reality indicates the space of the scene, of the avant-garde, as indicated by 

the characters’s descriptions:  

 Harper:  What are you doing in my hallucination?  
 Prior:  I’m not in your hallucination. You’re in my dream. (Kushner 31) 
 
Kushner designs the scene to be confusing, since the confusion reflects in the characters too, 

leaving the audience to feel unsure of what they are witnessing: Prior’s fever dream, Harper’s 

drug-induced hallucination, a fantasy, the past or the present… time-space for this scene remains 

unclear. Later, in 2.2 of Perestroika, Belize and the audience witness what clearly exists as 

dualistic time-space with what happened in Prior’s encounter with the Angel. Done through a 

manipulation of time-space where both the past of Prior’s apartment and the present of the park 

with Belize coexist, Prior recounts the encounter, the audience and Prior negotiating time-space 

as they watch. Perestroika’s 2.1 takes place exclusively in the present of the play’s storyline, 

after the funeral of a mutual friend of Prior and Belize. The two friends walk and talk, and 

eventually Prior reveals his encounter with the Angel. This segues into the start of 2.2, which 

picks up from where the end of Millennium Approaches left off, from the exact final line of the 

play, the Angel saying, “The Messenger has arrived.” Prior negotiates multiple time-spaces, 

existing in the past of his memory with the Angel and the present with Belize, who listens to his 

recounting the memory. The audience meanwhile witnesses both time-space events experienced 
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by Prior. Belize remains in the present as the past memory becomes embodied, made apparent by 

the final line of Scene One that segues into Scene Two, “And then She arrived,” and from Prior 

periodically in Scene Two detaching from the Angel to talk to Belize (Kushner 159). In the 

script, Belize does not leave the stage for Scene Two. In other words, Belize remains on the stage 

for the entirety of Scene Two. Belize and Prior are the only characters indicated to be onstage for 

Scenes One and Three. So, Belize remains on stage for the entirety of the act, the same as Prior.  

 The inevitable question for staging this act with bodies in space, particularly 2.2, 

becomes: how does Belize exist in present time-space, the Angel in past time-space, and Prior 

straddling the line between the two? None of the stage directions in the script indicate that Belize 

sees the Angel in real time; in other words, Kushner never states that Belize observes the events 

of the past. However, the actor playing Belize must decide what they are doing in the stage space 

while the events of the past are being enacted by Prior and the Angel. Where do they look, and 

what are they looking at? How do they play the scene in a way that makes the most sense for 

them in terms of playable actions? One possible solution for the staging of the moment would be 

to have Belize watch the events of the scene as they unfold, seeing them as they happen. This 

would imply that Belize sees the memory of Prior’s past in the present while being recounted to 

him.  

If both Prior and Belize both exist in the storyline’s present while also being transported 

to the visual world of the past, we now have two characters that exist in an embodied state of 

dualistic time-space. However, Prior, as indicated in the script, primarily physically embodies his 

existence in the past, (re)performing his reactions to the Angel as they exist in his memory, his 

body’s physical reality of the present being disregarded for the actions of the past. Belize, 

however, in the scenario of his seeing and responding to the visual of the past moment, can hold 
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a special place that equally negotiates his physical life both of the past and the present, then and 

now. Nothing he does in the physical embodiment of the past actually exists in Prior’s recounting 

of the events, because they are not of Prior’s memories of the past. Instead, he has been invited 

into the memory of Prior as a witness, just like the audience. Unlike the audience, however, 

Belize stands in the memory as a witness with his gaze, as well as a witness with his body. 

Belize may walk around and curate his witnessing of Prior’s memory, allowing for 

differentiation of proximity, focus, and emotional response to physical engagement on a whim, 

and distinct from that of the audience. For the actor playing Belize, this can be a unique 

opportunity to negotiate the experiencing of another person’s past, providing the freedom to get 

closer or further away. This manipulation of time-space in the story, back and forth between the 

past and present, becomes amorphous, ebbing and flowing at will for the characters but also the 

audience, thus situating itself in a queer space of differance87.  

The opportunities for queer time-space created by Tony Kushner for Angels in America 

are also apparent when examining the angels in relation to the idea of God and Heaven. In the 

play, the Angel of America repeatedly refers to the fact that God has left Heaven, leaving the 

Angels behind to long for His return: “He left… And did not return,” says the Angel in 

Perestroika 2.2, “We do not know where He has gone” (Kushner 171). The Angel continuously 

asks Prior to “Look up” throughout Millennium Approaches. They first do so as a voice in 

Millennium Approaches, indicating that Prior should look up to see their descent from Heaven to 

him, which happens in the final moment of this portion of the play. However, in Perestroika, 

once they have ascended to Heaven in 5.5, the Angel tells Prior to once again look up, this time 

 
87 In Derrida's philosophy, differance implies that words and signs are defined by using additional words from which 
they differ, and that the differentiation engenders oppositions and hierarchies that underpin the meaning. In other 
words, meaning floats within queer contextualization, a perpetual (re)defining, to be understood.  
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in order for him to see a lack of God. To them, the cosmos appear deteriorated, and the Angel 

refers to the moment as “Not-to-be Time” (Kushner 277). The understanding of God, His 

absence, and what Prior sees when looking up are therefore key factors in the play, that are 

obscene (out of view) for the audience, but what the character sees differs. Therefore, deciding 

what God and a lack-of-God looks like plays a major component in the theory for understanding 

this play and its perspective. That said, however, let us better understand how the divine entities 

demonstrate queerness in the play.   

One curious linguistic occurrence in Angels in America comes when the Angel speaks. 

The Angel of America appears in relatively few scenes of Angels in America: the final scene of 

Part One: Millennium Approaches and throughout Act 2, 5.1, and 5.5 of Part Two: Perestroika. 

The moments they are on stage, however, the Angel leaves an indelible impression on both the 

characters in the play and the audience witnessing them. Beyond their appearing in the air with 

“spreading great opalescent gray-silver wings,” instead of saying “I” when referring to 

themselves, the Angel says, “I I I I,” repeating the personal pronoun four times rather than once 

(Part Two: Perestroika 36). We know this cannot be meant to be seen as a unique speech habit 

of the Angel of America, because in 5.5 when we encounter the other angels, they too speak 

using “I I I I” when referring to themselves, therefore demonstrating this to be a shared 

component of their language (128). When considering language as an archive of cultural history, 

a grammatical pattern such as this within the otherwise normal English delivery of the lines must 

be indicating something. So, in order to determine what it may be indicating we have to explore 

more closely when the “I I I I” occurs, if at any point the Angel changes this pattern of delivery, 

and then explore possibilities as to why it would be the grammatical structure for the Angel’s 

language.  
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In Act II, the first time in the play when we see and hear from the Angel for a significant 

period of time, they use “I I I I” consistently. Every time they refer to themselves, they use this 

unique pluralistic pronoun form. Later, in 5.1 of Angels in America, Part Two: Perestroika, the 

Angel’s speech pattern changes when Prior wrestles them upon their return to him, as Hannah 

suggested he do in the previous scene. While being wrestled, the Angel begins with their normal 

vocal delivery of the pluralistic “I I I I” only to switch halfway through to singular “I”: “I I I I 

Am the CONTINENTAL PRINCIPALITY OF AMERICA, I I I I AM THE BIRD OF PREY. I 

Will NOT BE COMPELLED, I...” (Kushner 119). It appears that under duress the Angel 

changes their speech pattern to standard English with the singular pronoun “I”. The personal 

pronoun “I” reflects a singular sense of individual identity in the English language. Repeating 

that pronoun four times then, rather than using the “royal we,” creates a unique sense of 

multiplicity while at the same time achieving an elevated sense of grandeur. The same 

individualizing pronoun being said four times when referring to one’s self almost implies a four-

sided understanding of the self. In other words, there are four selves. This being the case, the 

four selves indicate that the individual has a multiplicitous understanding of their personal 

identity. This means that either they have self-focused divisions within their identity, or that they 

have a sense of identity codependent on others, more outwardly focused.  

 The outwardly focused purpose for the repeated pronoun suggests a collective mindset. 

The ability to think beyond one’s self to others, eventually not only creating an understanding of 

the self in relation to others but to also have that reflected in spoken language, suggests an earlier 

time for the angels when their sense of interconnectedness was profound. Indeed, when the 

Angel explains what the angels are, they tell Prior “[e]ach angel is an infinite aggregate myriad 

entity,” hermaphroditic with eight vaginas and “a Bouquet of Phalli” (Kushner 165). From the 
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earthly human’s perspective, an angel cannot be sorted by gender into the category of male or 

female; instead, each angel has multiple sets of each kind of genitalia, thus aligning them to both 

gender categories and neither. In terms of gender, the angels are definitively queer. As such, I 

have been referring to all the Angels using the gender-neutral pronouns “they” and “them.” 

The Angel also recalls to Prior the past when the angels and God would, in Prior’s words, 

“copulate ceaselessly,” which leads to a description of the physical appearance of God (Kushner 

166). The Angel refers to God as the “Aleph Glyph”, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, א, 

aleph. Prior, whose name also alludes to a temporality linguistically and within the story, 

confirms that God to be a “flaming Hebrew letter.” Aleph also represents the number one in 

Hebrew. Its position as the first letter and first number not surprisingly has also led to its use in 

Jewish tradition as a philosophical representation of the entity of God as a divine limitless 

singularity. Not a concept exclusive to Jewish tradition, as many cultures the world over have the 

same concept but with different names and ways of talking about it: Brahman, Nirvana, the 

Sublime. Philosophically, because this singularity remains undivided, indivisible, and not 

multiplicitous by its definition, it (again, in theory) exists beyond a binary. One could say that 

anything not creating a binary falls within this concept, but that concept even goes against this 

philosophical definition. Therefore, because non-binary, this singularity, otherwise known as א or 

God, falls within the definition of queer. 

As for Kushner, the writing of Angels in America was influenced by and incorporated 

many details of what was happening in the United States during the 1980s. In the heart of the 

Reagan years, a new disease was spreading that was affecting primarily homosexual men. As the 

AIDS epidemic grew, President Ronald Reagan and his administration refused to address the 

issue. For the better part of the 1980s, the U.S. government did nothing to help the gay 
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community as its members were dying off. Religious fanatics touted the belief that it was God’s 

divine punishment for the lustful sins of homosexuality.88 Indeed, many believed this religious 

fanaticism was also at the heart of Reagan’s silence. It took national concern with infected 

women as well as Ryan White, a young hemophiliac who contracted AIDS from a blood 

transfusion, to dispel much of the disease’s stigma and finally get the U.S. government to 

acknowledge the problem. Kushner’s focus on the religious, on angels and God in relation to 

AIDS, pushes back against the religious fanaticism that attributed the disease to divine wrath. 

Instead, Angels in America tries to justify the perception of those dealing with the repercussions 

of the disease (like Prior and Louis in the play) that God was ignoring their suffering. By having 

God supposedly absent from Heaven, at least according to the angels, Kushner creates a 

hypothetical scenario for that idea to be entertained. I, however, see in the queer time-space of 

the play and its given circumstances another understanding of God in Angels in America, and 

how this trickles down to the characters, and as such offers a theatrical representation of queer 

time-space.  

Understanding Prior Walter as the embodiment of queer time-space potentiality can be 

enhanced when held in comparison to Yukio Mishima’s narrative. No evidence exists of this 

actually being the case, but Prior and Mishima both have their bodies offered up and sacrificed in 

order to elicit change. As queer men, their bodies are capable of penetrating and of being 

penetrated, and as such they embody a queer fluidity that can be anything or nothing for anyone, 

including themselves. Mishima had so much denied him, including his narrative. After his death, 

his story branched off in several directions: the story of his extremism sensationalized by the 

 
88 Donna Summer – subject of the recent musical Summer: The Donna Summer Musical at La Jolla Playhouse – was 
said to have been one of those religious zealots. Summer, who became a Born-Again Christian in the 1980s 
(depicted in the musical) was reported to have said, among other things, “AIDS is the result of your sins” (which 
was not depicted in the musical). She later denied making such statements (Huffington Post, 2 February 2016). 
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media and biographers, the story of his work which cherry picks around the challenging (often 

the queer) material, and of course the story of his personal life that has mainly been usurped and 

rewritten by his wife and children to be heteronormative. Prior, however, dies in the play, and 

then the audience gets to watch his story continue, into the afterlife (or so it would seem), only to 

have him return to “the living” and allow his narrative to take a turn toward hope. When Prior 

goes to Heaven and the Angel of America tells him to “Look up” to see the deteriorating cosmos, 

he might see something different than the angels expect him to see. The angels, in particular the 

Angel of America, demonstrate development of ego as the plays goes on. While the historical 

linguistic framework of their language demonstrates a multiplicity that understood the self to be 

beyond just the individual, the Angel’s shift to the use of “I” highlights the development of an 

ego that recognizes the singular individual, separate from the community. Or, to call back to 

Deleuze and Guattari, detached in the arborescent sense as opposed to unattached in the 

rhizomatic sense. As such, the angels no longer mentally perceive queer time-space; instead, 

having developed ego, they now mentally exist within binary definition. God, as divine 

multiplicity existing in queer time-space, remains unseen to them. As such, perspective becomes 

crucial as a concept in this work, being the very thing that if queered – by embracing queer spirit 

in order to engage with queer time-space – one can perceive the very existence of the divine.  

Ghosts in Angels in America, like Prophet Prior and the Angels, are embodiments of the 

afterlife’s queer time-space who are capable of perceiving their queer temporality, although all 

the more telling when they fail to do so. Ethel Rosenberg, for example, a ghost who haunts Roy 

Cohn throughout the story, embodies the past as brought to the present, another prophet of the 

show. Unlike Prior, she has knowledge of the afterlife, but due to her worldly obsession with 

Roy she fails to embrace it. This can be seen as her embracing reminiscent nostalgia. With Roy’s 
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death, after singing the Mourner’s Kaddish with Louis over his dead body, a transition for her to 

proximal nostalgia, Ethel finally returns to queer time-space of the afterlife and let go of the 

world of the living, marking her final appearance on stage in the show. Speaking of Roy, only in 

death does he finally embrace his sexuality as a ghost, when he enters queer time-space; we see 

this in Perestroika 5.4 when his spirit visits Joe and kisses him, with a kiss “intimate, uncertain, 

as affectionate as it is sexual” (Kushner 270). Again, the play communicates two things with this 

scene. First, in death we enter queer time-space, a time-space of truth and freedom. Secondly, 

life in U.S. exists in opposition to queer time-space, actively resisting it, as Roy does throughout 

his life by publicly denying his sexuality and even refuting it, as he does with his doctor in 

Millennium Approaches in an eloquent argument over the semantics surrounding his sexuality; 

this reflects the Reagan-era during which all of the actions of the play take place, an era of 

homophobia and resultant discrimination against queer people. Ghosts create useful 

juxtapositions, allowing them to demonstrate alternative options through their straddling of the 

worlds of life and death, and in so doing showcasing the queer potentiality in the time-space of 

afterlife, a concept that carries through into the play examined in the next section of this chapter.  

Kushner invests in embodying otherwise unembodied quotidian time-space within 

theatrical time-space, because the queerness of their juxtaposition provides potential for change. 

This play was written after the worst years of a pandemic that mostly affected the gay 

community, which the government largely ignored. By embodying an array of characters who 

represent various perspectives of the American landscape at the time, including even those such 

as Angels and ghosts who would otherwise not be given much consideration in the landscape, 

Kushner opens for exploration a greater conversation about the circumstances happening in the 

country and to its people. Much like Suzan-Lori Parks, Kushner too requires queer time-space in 



 

 193 

the text of his plays, demanding that whoever engages with the narrative be forced to examine 

the potentiality within the themes of the story that need further exploration, like the unearthing of 

artifacts from the Great Hole of History. Like Parks and Kantor, Kushner finds embodying the 

unseen spirits of the past – which both ghosts and angels can be understood to be – as beneficial 

to this excavation of history in order to deal with its related trauma. Prior, as a queer prophet of 

time-space, can traverse the barrier between the life and death, as well as “the REALITY OF 

LIFE AND ARTISTIC FICTION” between the world of the audience and the world of the play 

(Kantor 108). In seeing Prior go to Heaven to confront the angels on their blindness to the 

infinite potentiality of change, only to then return to earth to eventually speak directly to us about 

the potentiality of the future, the audience comes to acknowledge that they have been like Prior. 

Like him, they too go through this journey to excavate lost truths about the past, the present, and 

the future, often simultaneously, in order for us as individuals, as a community, and as a nation 

to begin to heal from the trauma of a pandemic that otherwise left us hopeless.  

 

INDIVIDUAL ENGAGEMENT WITH QUEER TIME-SPACE IN TIDELINE 

My next case study examines Wajdi Mouawad’s play Tideline, originally produced in 

French as Littoral, a play about grief and loss. In the play, Wilfrid, a young man in Montreal, has 

just learned of the passing of his estranged father. In the first act, he deals with family, funeral 

homes, and trying to decide what to do with his father’s body. The second act follows Wilfrid 

with his father’s corpse, traversing through an undisclosed Middle Eastern country, seemingly 

the Lebanon that Mouawad fled, trying to find an appropriate place to bury his father’s body. 

These simple actions seem straightforward in comparison to the other given circumstances that 

surround the character, because this play abounds with avant-garde elements. An array of 



 

 194 

characters flank Wilfrid, all of whom talk with him, some quite surreal: an imaginary knight 

named Giromelans that appears to save Wilfrid from unpleasant situations, the ghost of his 

deceased father, a film crew making a movie of his life, and a ragtag group of young people he 

encounters in the foreign land, each with a more severe backstory than the last. Ultimately, the 

play shows all their journeys toward forgiveness – of others and themselves – so that they may 

move on from the grief that holds them back from progressing.  

As may be apparent from this synopsis, the play heavily relies on relationships and one-

on-one communication. The first half of the play Wilfrid periodically turns toward a character 

referred to as the Judge, who does not appear on stage to deliver soliloquies of exposition. In the 

second half, Wilfrid talks more broadly for these monologues, “to whoever or whatever might be 

listening” (Mouawad 93). In these moments, when considering the pedagogy of Sanford Meisner 

as discussed in Chapter 3, the audience too engages in conversation through active listening with 

the main character of the story, thus showing how this play requires in its written structure 

moments of individualized engagement with queer time-space, enhanced by the avoiding-

normalcy moments of the avant-garde that frame much of the events of the play. Kantor says that 

the “revelatory MESSAGE, which was transmitted from the realm of DEATH, evoked in the 

VIEWERS… a metaphysical shock,” in other words a disruption of normalcy (Kantor 114).  In 

this section, I refine the concepts introduced in Chapter 3, such as queer spirit, the Sublime, 

shamanic potentiality, and Meisner acting techniques, to provide framework for understanding 

the efficacy of Tideline’s implementation of proximal nostalgia as a means for collectively 

engaging with queer spirit for the purposes of communal healing, which it does by 

synchronously showing it in the narrative and generating it in its theatrical moment.  
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Tideline refers to the line that defines ocean tides dividing the land from the ocean, so the 

title of this play refers to the imagined barrier between two worlds, imagined because the nature 

of the ebbing and flowing tides of the water have queer form, fluid in nature and incapable of 

ever maintaining a set position. The written play provides theatrical experiences that generate 

moments of queer time-space, synchronizing the time-space of the audience/actors of the theatre 

building with that of the characters/imagined reality of the mise-en-scène, despite the avant-

garde nature of much of the play’s given circumstances. Mouawad achieves this in the structure 

by framing each of the five acts with titles (instead of with numbers) that refer to the broader 

time-space of that portion: Here, Yesterday, The Other, Road, and The Shore. In these act titles, 

we get a glimpse of where and when the story unfolds.  

On their own, a sense of the journey through time-space exists within the narrative: the 

story begins in the here/now, then proceeds into a nostalgic engagement with the past, followed 

by a situation of confrontation with someone else, which leads to a  journey which ends at the 

sea. The act titles provide a relatively accurate breakdown of the events in the play as seen 

through time-space. From there, though, Mouawad numbers all the scenes – 47 in total89 – along 

with subtitles. These subtitles appear to simply connect with the changing event of the scene, but 

upon examination these subtitles can be argued to pertain specifically to the people or 

circumstance which present themselves to Wilfrid. For example, in “6. Promise,” a scene 

between only Wilfrid and the knight Giromelans, the main event of the scene pertains to 

Giromelans promising Wildrid that he’ll never abandon him (Mouawad 19). This suggests a 

 
89 The number 47 on its own feels like an uncommon number to see on its own, so I would be amiss not to be 
curious about the parallels of this play with the story of the 47 Ronin of Japanese lore. While the number of scenes 
could clearly be a coincidence, both stories do share the general themes of honor, devotion, struggle that eventually 
leads to the victory of a troupe of outcastes in their mission. In the Japanese story, though, the number refers to the 
actual number of retainers working toward a mission regarding one man, whereas in Mouawad’s play there end up 
being roughly six young people working toward a mission regarding the idea of one man (the father figure).  
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focusing of the perspective on Wilfrid, thus centering the storyline around him and his journey, 

anchoring the audience in his narrative regardless of how alienating the avant-garde elements 

may seem at times. 

This story actively works to keep the audience in tow, because the play text makes the 

audience a present – albeit inactive onstage – element of the narrative. In the first act of Tideline, 

“Here,” Wilfrid addresses a Judge, which we understand from his repeatedly saying “Your 

Honour” throughout his monologue (Mouawad 3). Here the audience contributes as Judge 

beyond the fourth wall, to generate moments of active listening. In fact, this moment recalls the 

moment in Sanford Meisner: Theatre’s Best Kept Secret when Frances Sternhagen works on a 

monologue with Meisner, and Meisner coaches her delivery by asking her to imagine him, as the 

audience, engaging in conversation with her as she delivers the monologue (Pollack 0:45:25-

0:48:28). True to his pedagogy, Meisner makes clear that monologues are as much give-and-take 

conversations with the audience as any other scene between characters are within the theatre, so 

delivering monologues requires active listening – even if just imagined – between the actor and 

the audience. Meisner describes this as being beyond making lines of text interesting, to finding 

“a way of doing” in the moment that provides circumstances and intentions that give the text 

greater interest for both the actor and the audience (0:43:20-0:43:35). The monologues of 

Tideline indicate the audience’s role to play, implied either through the dialogue or the stage 

directions of the text. A nod to the avant-garde exists in the fact that the audience in the first half 

act as a character – the Judge – and are referred to as such. This is metatheatrical,90 the audience 

 
90 For my understanding of metatheatrical, I am referring once again to the work of Brecht and others. In Patrice 
Pavis’s Dictionary of the Theatre, metatheatre refers to “where the dividing line between play and real life is 
erased,” supposedly coined by Abel (Pavis 210).  
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being spoken to while simultaneously not leaving the world of the play; this mixing of real and 

imaginary circumstances through the mimetic queers the moments in time-space.  

Two ghosts serve to enhance the metatheatricality for the audience, by providing 

characters that are unseen/unheard specters on stage except Wilfrid that we see, hear, and are 

spoken to by. Giromelans, the first character classified as a ghost, even though he may be 

considered an imaginary friend, remains invisible to everyone in the play except Wilfrid, who he 

serves. Giromelans, according to his myth, served King Arthur and lingers in the earthly plain 

until his role concludes. In this regard, he may be seen as a ghost, since he stays with Wilfrid 

until told by Wilfrid that he no longer need remain, haunting him in a way. The true ghost of the 

play, however, is the ghost of Wilfrid’s father, Ismail. As embodied onstage, Ismail acts as a 

ghost that talks with the audience and with Wilfrid, and as a lifeless corpse that Wilfrid carries 

until he can find it a proper burial spot. In this moment, we can see using Kantor that the 

“CONDITION OF DEATH” in the separation of the spirit from the body, one walking and 

talking with us in afterlife and the other a limp, lifeless prop (Kantor 114). Regardless of whether 

the actor body in production would be used to stand in for both embodiments or not, Ismail as 

both a ghost and a corpse becomes a proxy for all fathers throughout the course of the play 

walking on this tideline. First, after having only been talked about as recently deceased for 

several scenes, Ismail appears to Wilfrid as a ghost. Later, in the fifth act, called “The Shore,” 

the young characters who have joined Wilfrid on his journey one-by-one use Ismail’s body as a 

surrogate for their fathers, all of whom have been lost traumatically for them. The audience 

witnesses a “revelatory MESSAGE… transmitted from the realm of DEATH,” offering them 

closure and healing in queer time-space provided by the avant-garde (114). Made possible 

through the ghost of Ismail playing the role of their father, he thanks Wilfrid, and in a way us: 
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“Thank you for kindly allowing me to become her father for a few moments” (Mouawad 135). 

These multilayered moments of mimetic representation and sharing utilize avant-garde 

metatheatricality via ghost characters to generate moments of queer time-space, offering the 

collective of people in the theatre space – characters, actors, audience – the unified opportunity 

to address trauma and eventually heal.  

 

RUNBOYRUN AND IN OLD AGE: MFONISO UDOFIA’S INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA TEMPORALITY 

For a final case study, I examine plays in production that demonstrate an embodied 

engagement with queer time-space beyond the individual to the community. For this, I use the 

recent New York Theatre Workshop (NYTW) productions of Mfoniso Udofia’s runboyrun and 

In Old Age, both of which were performed together during a joint run in the fall of 2019 at 

NYTW’s Off-Broadway theatre. Advertising copy on the NYTW website and in dramaturgical 

materials for the production’s playbill utilized the same line for the two plays: “Disciple and 

Abasiama Ufot have been living the same day over and over again for decades until the dam 

breaks and time rushes forward while also reeling backwards” (nytw.org). In other words, a 

temporal divide separating the past from the ever-moving-forward present provides the given 

circumstances for both runboyrun and In Old Age. The plays, part of Udofia’s ongoing nine-part 

saga, The Ufot Cycle, focus primarily on Abasiama (portrayed by Patrice Johnson Chevannes) 

and her life living in a house with her emotionally and physically abusive husband, Disciple, in 

one form or another; Disciple technically appears in both plays, however while portrayed by 

Chiké Johnson in runboyrun, the character remains an unseen ghost only heard via sound effects 

in In Old Age. Both plays demonstrate avant-garde notions of queer time-space in symbolically 
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similar but performatively different ways through the manipulation of time while maintaining 

consistent space.  

In runboyrun, two time-spaces visually overlap. The play takes place in the house of 

Disciple and Abasiama, which for the NYTW production was represented by a multileveled 

wooden platform, with a door leading from the main level to the basement level, which came 

forward and butted again the audience. In the play, Disciple sees or feels his past in Africa in the 

narrative present of their house, where he has grown older; when staged at NYTW, characters 

would appear in the playing space that were visible to the audience, sometimes visible to 

Disciple, and never visible to Abasiama, that were existing in the Africa of his youth. These 

characters, members of Disciple’s family, were memories, portions of the past summoned to the 

present, i.e. proximal nostalgia. In this play, the fascinating thing about the circumstances 

surrounding this moment of proximal nostalgia is that they demonstrate the character flaw of 

Disciple. These figures, these ghosts from his past, seem to be lingering for him within present 

time-space, haunting him, and this proximal nostalgia provides the opportunity for Disciple to fix 

his problems in the present with Abasiama. In his avoidance, fear, and denial of the past and its 

events, and how they affect him emotionally, he hinders his ability to change. Viewed from a 

nostalgic perspective, runboyrun demonstrates how even an appropriate engagement with 

memory may not be enough to initiate queer spirit. Instead, proximal nostalgia summons those 

forward memories to highlight neuroses in the present moment. In the case of Disciple, his 

mental instability seems to stem from his mind wanting to deny the past, in this case the past 

trauma experienced by him in Africa. Rather than escaping into the past as so many do with 

reminiscent nostalgia, Disciple does the opposite; he retreats from the past, desperately trying to 

avoid its truths, which inevitably drives him mad. Only over the course of the play when he 
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confronts the truths of his past, the trauma he experienced, does he stop being haunted by the 

ghosts of his past and mentally return to some semblance of balance.  

The events of In Old Age occur many years after the events of runboyrun, after Disciple’s 

death, so the NYTW productions used the same set and props for both plays, as both took place 

in the same location, to provide consistent space that highlights the passage of time. When In Old 

Age begins, we see the woman who plays Abasiama now physically older, her embodiment 

indicating her having aged. Abasiama has become a recluse in the house, and she indicates that 

despite some acceptance of his past, Disciple’s mental illness lingers after the events of 

runboyrun and affects the quality of their marriage for the rest of his life. A contractor named 

Azell Abernathy (portrayed by Ron Canada) arrives to fix up the house, and he does not appear 

to hear what Abasiama hears and interacts with: sounds of drumming that we come realize are 

Disciple haunting Abasiama via the house itself, at least in her mind. So, whenever Disciple was 

supposedly angry with the proposed changes to the house that Azell was intending to do for 

Abasiama, she and the audience would hear the drumming, and then Abasiama would get herself 

to the ground and speak to the floor of the house as if it were her late husband. As the play 

unfolds, Abasiama wants to go along with the suggested renovations, and so ensues a conflict 

with Disciple/his ghost/the house over Abasiama’s intention of letting go of the past, which has 

been stagnated in the present. Abasiama has been traumatized by the events of the past with 

Disciple, and so whether or not an actual haunting or just the mental perception of his presence 

existing in the present, the trauma has frozen her in a state of reminiscent nostalgia, making her 

incapable of truly existing in the present.  

The audience, as those privy through dramatic irony, are hearing what Abasiama hears 

(the drumming), not to mention we have the benefit of knowing her past from having seen the 
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previous play, and therefore are given the privileged understanding of her perspective. We carry 

collectively, like Abasiama, the memories of a troubled past with Disciple into our understanding 

of the present moment in the house, projecting our nostalgia of the past to the present in an act of 

proximal nostalgia. Unlike the audience, though, Abasiama cannot reconcile with the past; in a 

way, this causes a haunting conceptually similar but different in form from that of runboyrun 

(embodied ghosts versus a suggested ghost). In fact, the conflict of the two plays are the same: 

the primary issue for both Disciple and Abasiama, respectively, comes from their being 

incapability of reconciling with people of their pasts, and as a result are haunted by them. 

Stagnation in/with/because of the past based on trauma and its emotional repercussions prevent 

Disciple and Abasiama from living in the present moment and moving forward into potentiality 

with change. In this regard, reminiscent nostalgia is a haunting based on trauma. Only after they 

are able to confront their pasts and break down the walls they mentally built to protect 

themselves from the truth of the traumas are they able to join the world of the living in the 

present, which they both – at least in the context of their plays – do. The audience bears witness 

the breaking down of mental roadblocks followed by the revelatory changes to their given 

circumstances. As a result, collectively we are not only shown the importance of dealing with 

trauma from the past in order to heal, we are also provided in performance an example of the 

transformation that occurs when confronting the past, from focus on reminiscent to proximal 

nostalgia.  

 

THE FUTURE OF PLAY ANALYSIS THROUGH A NOSTALGIC LENSES 

Each of the above case studies are plays that I have selected because they already 

demonstrate and require in their textual structure an engagement by readers, actors, production 
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teams, and audiences with the avant-garde and queer time-space. This chapter has utilized 

concepts from the earlier chapters, as well as the conceptual framing of Tadeusz Kantor’s idea of 

death and the dead to show how play texts exist in the current Western canon that require 

engagement with queer time-space via their lingering positionality within the avant-garde. 

Furthermore, incorporating ghosts has been shown to be a running story element for both 

indicating and facilitating the use of queer time-space in the plays.  

Generating queer time-spaces allows for collective trauma – felt in the community of the 

audience uniformly as national trauma – to find time and space to heal. Hope offers healing from 

the trauma. Hope lacks during the historical context of each play at their inception, so the 

playwrights challenge the lack of hope by requiring in the text queer time-spaces in which the 

past could be brought into the present. This is proximal nostalgia, providing opportunity to 

address past trauma and find hope for the future in the present. Only in pulling the past to the 

present – not retreating to it like an escape –  can change be possible; as Prior says in 

Perestroika: “ You haven’t seen what’s to come… all you can see is fear” (Kushner 279). 

Bringing the past to the present in order to deal with trauma and move confidently toward an 

uncertain future is the potentiality that queer time-space offers. Doing so in theatrical narratives 

and locations uniquely provides the context in which healing can be done collectively in 

communion with others, thus providing the greatest opportunity for change.  
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Conclusion 

The Dawning of the Age of Nostalgias 

 

Stories, movies, television programs, paintings, photographs, souvenir objects: these all 

contain nostalgia, are nostalgic, and provide us emotional pathos to counteract the otherwise 

exhausting reality of the real world’s logos. In his recent book, On Nostalgia, David Berry says: 

“The experience of nostalgia is, naturally, almost entirely defined by art, at least in the practical 

realities of day-to-day life” (54). So, when the COVID-19 global pandemic hit in early 2020 and 

people were told to stay home as much as possible, it makes sense that people turned to nostalgia 

for comfort. Online streaming services saw a jump in subscriptions; Netflix alone boasted 15 

million new subscribers by late April and another 10.1 million in the second quarter (Alexander; 

Zeitchik). Nostalgia as a word even saw an increase starting around 2008 on Google Trends, 

which tracks web searches using certain words, which coincides with the start of the global 

economic crisis known as the Great Recession (“Nostalgia”). With extreme emotionality in 

moments of great change, people turn to art, especially the performing arts of film and television, 

for entertainment, comfort, and escape, because arts go hand-in-hand with nostalgia.  

 The major issue at hand with nostalgia, though, seems to be the increasingly unhealthy 

relationship we have with it, one of reminiscent nostalgia that disconnects from the here/now to 

retreat to conditions of the past. This marks a profound shift in relationality to time-space that 

began in the wake of the Second World War. Throughout history, when two sides went to war 

with each other, the gruesome reality was that the losing side would be pillaged and destroyed, 

leaving few-to-no survivors, unless they were redefined in the aftermath by enslavement or 

assimilation, or if they were able to escape. This model of warfare allowed for the victorious 
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society to deal very little with the repercussions of mass numbers of surviving vanquished. To be 

clear: I am not condoning this model; I am merely pointing out this reality. We now live in an era 

— a massively unprecedented one — when if Japan loses a war, Allied Forces levy out trials and 

punishments to high-ranked leadership of the vanquished military but the vast majority of its 

citizens, are allowed to live and return to a semblance of normalcy. However, many of the 

citizens may not only act on but also believe the doctrines of the defeated party. This new era of 

forgiveness would be a “grand experiment” that Ruth Benedict was aware could occur when she 

wrote Report #25, which would later be published as The Chrysanthemum and the Sword91 

(Borovoy). In her report, Benedict suggests how the United States could end the Pacific War 

with as few deaths as possible, by figuring out “what their government could count on from the 

people” (Benedict 4). With her ultimate suggestion being to utilize the emperor rather than 

punish him with death for the war crimes done in his name, Benedict inadvertently helped to 

usher in an era of forgiveness as well as inadvertently an age of nostalgia, with long-term 

repercussions for vanquishing certain individuals but not necessarily their ideas. 

The nostalgic challenge for this modern postwar concept of forgiving the defeated comes 

from its privileging of a bifurcated perspective. To explain the issue further using a metaphor, 

winners and losers are like light switches: during the war, both nations’s switches are in the On 

position, but eventually the losing side switches to Off. In other words, Japan after WWII, once 

the imperial army was defeated and high-ranking officers were brought to justice, was no longer 

considered an enemy state by the United States. Rhetoric in the aftermath reflected a sudden 

perspective change, suggesting that citizen devotion to the military regime had been coerced, and 

 
91 I acknowledge the controversies around Benedict’s work that scholars have debated since the book’s publication. 
However, Borovoy calls for reexamination of Benedict for the merits of certain elements, particularly the 
perspective and intensions with which Benedict was working, given the time and context it came from.  
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that Occupation was “commonly regarded the overwhelmingly American occupation force as an 

army of liberation, and the notion of achieving a ‘democratic revolution’ under the eagle’s wing 

was so widespread as to become an almost instant cliché” (Dower 69). Of course, this might 

have been a result of kyodatsu, or “exhaustion and despair… deep and widespread,” which 

proliferated leading up to and after the nation’s defeat (88-89). Many scholars hypothesize, 

analyze and diagnose what they feel was going on in Japanese and American society at this time, 

but my concern is that in modern times there possibly exists a false sense of safety and assurance 

in binary definitions of winning and losing, victory and defeat, on and off, in which regimes 

crumble but culturally engrained sentiments and ideologies might not.   

An example of covert ideology retention to consider is systemic racism. If Nazism 

perpetuated the belief that Jews are racially inferior, rather than that belief being switched off in 

wartime defeat, it is instead recontextualized to overtly decried but covertly understood. Over 

time, the lingering racist ideology perpetuates to the point where subsequent generations produce 

Neo-Nazis, which we are seeing today, where the covert ideologies eventually bubble up to 

being overt. The Neo-Nazis are not a switch being flipped to On again from having been in the 

Off position; Neo-Nazis are the product of lingering ideologies that ebbed and flowed in the 

queer time-space of existence after the war until it eventually reemerged. Again, this can be 

misconstrued as an argument by me of far darker intentions or beliefs; to the contrary, I am 

attempting to re-diagnose the illness of problems we are being forced to confront today from 

their origins in the past. If we as a global society acknowledge that racist ideologies, for 

example, cannot be switched on or off, then we can approach problematic situations with the 

understanding that they are beliefs that the mind shifts and flows between in the infinite 

potentiality of queer time-space. That is what makes them systemic. To combat these lingering 
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issues, therefore, we must instead aim to build genuine human connections and educate on the 

importance of understanding otherness via empathy. Throughout this dissertation, I have argued 

that the best way to contextualize these circumstances is through examination of nostalgias, 

engaging with queer time-space through the intentionality of queer spirit with hope for future 

progress.   

Art and its narratives offer nostalgia perspective in reconciling the false sense of security 

that comes from binaries and thinking that we won’t change in the future. More and more, 

popular culture invests in narratives that present the complicated nature of human beings as 

individually capable of good and evil, refuting long-standing fairytale narratives that position 

heroes and villains on opposite sides of a story’s possible outcomes. However, history as being 

written by the victors, as the old saying goes, focuses on narratives positioned within victory and 

defeat, thus perpetuating the ideas of good guys and bad guys, winners and losers, ideologies that 

go on and others that end. We’ve been told the Allied Forces defeated the Axis Forces in WWII, 

and with their defeat the ideologies of the Axis nations died with their regimes. However, when 

the queer time-space of non-binary structure is embraced as the truth of individuals and groups in 

historical conflict, we are confronted with a new space of theoretical questioning less akin to 

light switches and more like the ebbing and flowing tides.  Positionality of any given set of 

beliefs changes with perspective and context. Ideologies do not get turned off and disappear, but 

instead move and change based on the circumstances within time-space.  

Although nostalgia can be a political tool, nostalgia itself has no political leaning; its 

affects endanger conservative and liberal ideologies alike. Nostalgia becomes dangerous when 

ignored or, if thought of at all, in how it is perceived. With the preceding chapters, I have 

provided multiple case study examples of how perspectives of nostalgia can dramatically affect 
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the potential for either forward progression in time-space or stagnation. I propose that we frame 

our conversations regarding performance around nostalgia, specifically the difference that a 

nuanced understanding of the word from multiple perspectives in relation to time-space can 

provide. Contextualizing the role of nostalgia and the differences that engaging with it 

proximally versus reminiscently make offer benefit in our acting classes, particularly with 

regards to interpersonal connection and conversatiation. Nostalgia should be a dramaturgical 

category of analysis when studying plays, to examine how structure of texts might privilege one 

kind of nostalgia over another, and how knowing the distinction between affects the 

understanding of plays. Nostalgia should also play a role in performance studies, as nostalgic 

performance can influence our understanding of any object and its narratives within time-spaces 

based on its relationality with memories and emotions. The research for the chapters led me to 

this nostalgic performance theory, and now in my everyday life I see the importance of this 

theory everywhere I turn. In this concluding section, I offer several contemporary real-world 

examples that highlight the importance of utilizing a future-focused engagement with proximal 

nostalgia moving forward, now more than ever.  

 By May 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic continued and the Black Lives Matter 

movement led to massive protests around the world, people turned to nostalgia in art to both 

inspire and offer reprieve. Around this same time, Avatar: The Last Airbender, a cartoon that 

completed its initial run twelve years earlier on Nickelodeon, became the number-one program 

streamed on Netflix (Spencer). The animated series, inspired by Japanese anime and Asian 

culture, follows a group of young heroes – one of whom surrogates for the Dalai Lama – 

confronting an authoritarian nation to fight for peace. It cannot be a coincidence that this 

occurred around the same time that the BLM movement was building momentum. In fact, at the 
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time of the protests, protesters were uploading videos onto the video application Tik Tok in 

which they referred to militarized police forces as the Fire Nation, a reference to the antagonist 

nation of Avatar. A cartoon from the early 2000s had become in 2020 not only an artistic salve 

for emotional rawness of the times, it also served as a nostalgic example to contextualize the 

moment. If Avatar had been only an escape from reality, it would have been a textbook example 

of reminiscent nostalgia in which the viewer retreats to the comfort of their childhood cartoon for 

an emotional escape from reality, and perhaps it started out that way. In consuming the show’s 

narrative, however, people eventually brought the nostalgic past of the art to their present 

moment, using proximal nostalgia to contextualize and motivate their desire for change.  

Avatar: The Last Airbender serves as a contemporary example of the importance of time-

space perspective in the role nostalgia culturally plays. In talking about perception in relation to 

time, Harvard psychologist Dan Gilbert said, “You will change less in the future than you did in 

the past, but you will change more in the future than you expect to” (Gilbert 0:17:00-0:17:08). 

Gilbert’s research shows that in hindsight people change more in the past than they will in the 

future, meaning they change increasingly less over the course of their lives, because as people 

age they generally become increasingly averse to change. People also expect little change to 

affect their lives as time passes, but such an assumption inevitably proves incorrect to make. 

Because, as Gilbert’s research would suggest, we are working against our own perceptions of our 

existence within time-space, those perceptions are something we are capable of exercising and 

manipulating. Within Avatar, many characters ebb and flow between heroism and villainy based 

on the choices they make in any given moment.  

Positionality in time-space is something people should be far more conscious of, 

particularly with regards to performance, an art built around time-space manipulation, so we can 
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embrace the queer nature of future time-space and be open to the possibilities it promises. I have 

argued that queer time-space offers a way to improve this awareness through the embrace of 

nostalgia, specifically the distinction between proximal and reminiscent definitions, as an 

analytical lens. This is not recontextualizing nostalgia; instead, it expands the understanding of 

nostalgia to be more nuanced and expansive, to develop better awareness of when people are 

escaping into the past, versus when the past is used for informed progress.  

Nostalgia in arts today, though, so driven by capitalism, benefits producers when 

audiences reminiscently engage. Take Spider-Man, Batman, and Superman as examples: the 

central themes of these money-making hero stories from popular culture are not new. In fact, 

according to Joseph Campbell the “hero is the champion not of things become but of things 

becoming” (The Hero with a Thousand Faces 289). Campbell suggests hero stories never 

stagnate in what has been done already, but instead are alive in the perpetual prospect for future 

heroism. In other words, hero narratives require perpetual readjustment of perspective toward 

future potentiality. Constant retelling of narratives can lead to commodification of old stories, 

however, in what Veresiu, Babic-Rosario, and Robinson refer to as nostalgicising (Veresiu et al. 

3). By nostalgicising stories, “reflective (future-oriented) consumer nostalgia [that] is not innate 

or emotional but rather performatively enacted” retains familiar themes in new stories to entice 

audiences to reengage at a cost (3-4). Just look to the number of story versions with the 

aforementioned heroes that exist from the last thirty years in film, television, and other media for 

examples of this.  

Commodification of nostalgia within the capitalist model essentially brings the past to the 

present only to have us sold back to the past again in an endless loop of consumerism. Such 

nostalgicising shifts the consumer’s positionality to past-focused in order to entice them into re-
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buying something once future-focused again. Holbrook refers to this as “the development of the 

nostalgia-related consumer tastes” (Holbrook 245). Campbell makes the point that nostalgic 

engagement is unavoidable given the role stories play in our technologically driven society 

today, leading to either stagnation or potentiality:  

Obviously, this work cannot be wrought by turning back, or away, from what has been 
accomplished by the modern revolution; for the problem is nothing if not that of 
rendering the modern world spiritually significant – or rather (phrasing the same principle 
the other way around) nothing if not that of making it possible for men and women to 
come to full human maturity through conditions of contemporary life. Indeed, these 
conditions themselves are what rendered the ancient formulae ineffective, misleading, 
and even pernicious. (The Hero with a Thousand Faces 334-335).  
 

Here “turning back, or away” demonstrates a past-focus, while the “spiritually significant” story 

should do the opposite of that, which suggests a future-focus. For Campbell, the potential for 

stories and their power within society, especially in modern times, cannot come from thinking of 

them as archival footnotes, because that relegates them to being “ineffective, misleading, and 

even pernicious” (335); instead, stories must be engaged in the here/now so that they can serve 

as a tool to help us reach our fullest potential, our “full human maturity” (334).  

Narratives, the stories embedded within artistic interpretation, perform nostalgia. We like 

recognizing something familiar in stories we hear or in objects we see, something we recognize. 

When we are children, art – be it stories, pictures, cartoons, toys – shows us ourselves in 

narrative, in some fashion, to provide calming reassurances; on this, Bernstein writes, 

“embodiment—the historical process through which childhood and children coproduce each 

other—occurs through surrogation,” utilizing Joseph Roach (Bernstein 22). The performativity 

of narrative proves its merit, even in adulthood, by offering a surrogated experience to the 

witness that appears innocent of implication. In talking about the Japanese people in the wake of 

World War II, John Dower said, “What [the Japanese] were doing… was what all people do in 
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moments of traumatic change; they were finding – inventing, if need be – something familiar to 

hold on to” (Dower 30). In times of economic, political, and health uncertainty, art and its 

narratives assure us and calm us into thinking that we are and are going to be fine.  

 A queer perspective of history offers a great deal to the necessity of understanding the 

importance of differentiating nostalgias, because nostalgia is how we engage with the past. 

Memories of moments gone by archive within our minds and bodies, logically not here/now but 

always emotionally obtainable. As argued with the context of acting pedagogy in Chapter 3, 

empathy remains the greatest tool we have in understanding the here/now and making genuine 

human connections, and by extension changing hearts and minds. If ideologies of the past, 

particularly problematic ones, constantly get engaged with as reminiscent nostalgia, in online 

forums and over social media, then by their nature within the mind’s time-space perspective they 

are pulling individuals away from here/now to there/then, cutting off the possibility for empathy 

or connection, and putting of barriers for the sake of the past.  

 A recent example of the potentiality of engaging in human connection circulated across 

social media. National Public Radio ran the story “How One Man Convinced 200 Ku Klux Klan 

Members to Give Up Their Robes” in August 2017 about Daryl Davis, who through 

interpersonal meetings and conversations, was able to convince active white supremacists to 

leave the KKK. Regardless of whether you believe the results this story professes (it having a 

very on/off-switch perspective to the narrative), the actions of Davis in the story’s context are 

undeniable: he made time and opportunities for himself and self-identified white supremacists to 

sit down with each other, offered them the context in which they may connect in conversation in 

the here/now, and afterward the white supremacists report to have changed their position 

regarding people of color. From the lens of nostalgia, Davis managed via Meisner-like repeated 
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moments of active listening to reposition the ideologies of admitted racists away from more 

extreme positionality. Rather than existing on only the two end points, Davis pulls them away 

from binary structure, away from the side of racist ideologies of the past, a perspective of 

reminiscent nostalgia, toward the other side of the spectrum, putting those old beliefs in 

conversation with the new memories of proximal nostalgia.  

The story of Daryl Davis as a black man engaging KKK members in conversation makes 

me think of Yukio Mishima. Again, I am not endorsing nor wanting to silence the problematic 

beliefs Mishima espoused throughout his life; if anything, I am trying to apply this diagnostic to 

reposition him within history as someone ahead of his time regarding the truth of queerness of 

beliefs, history, and individuals within society. We all wear masks, and there is nothing more 

fluid in identity than the idea of changing one’s face, the role being played, as necessary for 

moment-to-moment interactions in everchanging time-spaces. I am also not attempting to 

provide language for the new normal that may be emerging in response to COVID-19, the 

pandemic happening at the time this dissertation has reached its completion. Instead, I have 

argued for the need to justify a set of parameters and vocabulary for examining our 

understanding of ourselves in normal times when we are free to and seek to gather. This re-

diagnosis hopes to offer a prescription for how to move forward using the lens of proximal 

versus reminiscent nostalgia. In fact, the need to gather should not only be more apparent in 

times such as this when we are discouraged from collecting in large groups within close 

proximity, it should also provide justifiable context for proximal nostalgia and its relationship in 

time-space to things such as physical proximity and emotional connection.  

 Now more than ever, I am reassured of what theatre and performance provides to the 

world: a shamanic practice that exists within all societies and allows people to create bonds – in 
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our minds, in our hearts, and in our spirits – that connect us and hold us together as a species. 

But how do we offer this potentiality for interconnected to others who perhaps fails to 

comprehend or refuse to entertain such notions? It is through storytelling that theatre’s magical 

way of conveying concept while distracting/satisfying/assuaging through entertainment 

culminates. The power of the story and its efficacy as a tool for engaging and educating the  

masses in a spiritual path toward empathy and awareness permeates countless cultures and 

beliefs. In fact, when one considers the repeated use of allegory by religious prophets such as 

Jesus of Nazareth and Siddhārtha Gautama, we see how the greatest cultural impacts on 

consciousness and shifting beliefs utilize the power of story to not overtly push for change, but 

instead allow the reception of the story to inspire the change in individuals via their own paths of 

transformative understanding. These examples are particularly pertinent to the perspective of this 

dissertation, however, because with organized religions that embrace the teachings of these same 

prophets, we can see how even the most noble and selfless of intentions with stories can be 

usurped and commodified for money and power, thus transforming the story from something 

shamanic in the truest sense – to serve as a conduit for the healing of the individual and by 

extension the community – to something actually quite selfish and damaging. This is indicative 

of the difference between proximal nostalgia and reminiscent nostalgia, and although reminiscent 

nostalgia has its place it getting use through difficult times, we need proximal nostalgia in our 

lives now more than ever.  
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