
IN LATE DERRIDEAN PHILOSOPHY, the
concept of the ‘event’ (événement) constitutes
a focal point for the analysis of hospitality,
democracy, friendship, forgiveness, and
death. Here, I will initially refer to some
major aspects of the event, and will then
exam ine the possibility of its emergence
through animal presence on the theatrical
stage. I examine two emblematic perform -
ances: I Like America and America Likes Me by
Joseph Beuys (René Block Gallery, New York,
1974) and Dragon Heads by Marina Abram -
ović (Museum of Modern Art, Oxford, 1990,
re-enacted with minor adjustments on differ -
ent stages until 1994). Both cases pose certain
moral issues around the presence of animals
on the stage. 

For Derrida, the authentic event is not
simply what takes place in a specific space
and time, but something that always per -
tains to a certain impossibility as its neces -

sary component. ‘When the impossible makes
itself possible’, Derrida argues, ‘the event
takes place (possibility of the impossible)’.
This is the paradoxical form of the event: ‘If
an event is only possible, . . . if it only makes
explicit, unveils, reveals, or accomplishes that
which was already possible, then it is no
longer an event.’ Thus the event ‘has to be, as
event, as invention, the coming of the impos -
sible. . . . This is what has so often prompted
me to speak of a condition of impossibility.’1

This impossibility, however, cannot be
abso lute because the event would simply be
impossible, and so could not take place at all.
We could argue that this is a relative impos -
sibility since it can be shifted when, and only
when, the event comes to pass. In the ‘experi -
ence of the impossible’ already lies the para -
dox of the event. For the event to be able to
become the object of an experience, it should
be that the event can take place, therefore, for
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its impossibility to be instantaneously shifted.
As Derrida puts it, ‘For there to be an event,
it has to be possible, of course, but also there
has to be an interruption that is exceptional,
absolutely singular, in the regime of possi -
bility; it must not be reducible to explication,
unfolding, or the putting into action of a
possi bility.’2

The impossibility of the event is, there -
fore, a condition for its possibility. ‘The im- of
the im-possible is surely radical, implacable,
and undeniable. But it is not only negative,
or simply dialectical: it introduces into the
possible, it is its usher today, it gets it to
come.’3 It is in the ‘im’ of ‘im-possible’, con -
sequently, where an inconspicuous and
short-lived transit passage can be located –
one which bridges the area of the impos -
sibility with the scene of the event, and, more
precisely, with the experience of a scene of
the event. As is shown below, this is what
theatre offers us in its significant moments.

The Derridean ‘experience of the impos -
sible’ should therefore be perceived as an
instantaneous experience-of-the-impossible, as
instantaneous as the broadening of the
transit passage. This is an experience that is
constituted by the invasion of the radical
other into the conscious world within an
infinitesimal fraction of time. Within the next
fraction of time, the impossible (that was just
experienced as such) becomes possible, and
loses its impossibility. This loss seems to
be the inevitable price for the coming of the
event.

The Experience of Perhaps

In all of the above considerations, the con -
cept of the event is interwoven with other -
ness, or the other: that which cannot be
guaranteed, the unthinkable, the coming,
the foreign. The question that emerges is
whether the non-human animal can be the
other which introduces the event. In other
words, is the animal-event conceivable? This
question seems more approachable in the
case of the event as hospitality, for example,
when I let an animal cross the threshold of
my home and settle in. It becomes harder to
answer when this is about the taxonomic

threshold, the boundary that separates and
brings together the species of living beings.
Can, therefore, the non-human animal cross
the ontological boundary between species
and appear as event, not only in human life
but of human life?

Derrida refers to the experience of the
‘perhaps’ that would position the animal-
event in a particular relationship with human
consciousness: ‘This experience of the “per -
haps” would be that of both the possible and
the impossible, of the possible as impossible.’
We have already confirmed that the possibi -
lity of the event only comes from its im -
possibility. There is no event if all that arises
is what is already possible or capable of
being anticipated and expected. The event

arises like the coming of the impossible, at the
point where a perhaps deprives us of all certainty
and leaves the future to the future. This perhaps is
necessarily allied to a yes: yes, yes to whoever or
whatever comes about.4

The experience of perhaps seems to draw
from the future the minimum possible affir -
m ation for the present, but without offering
to it any security or certainty.5

In this precariousness and uncertainty
(indecidability) of the perhaps, the animal-
event might be able to happen. Performance
art could provide such a condition of pre -
cariousness and uncertainty, a condition of
the perhaps for the animal-event. With its in -
creased degree of randomness and indeter -
minacy, and its projected singular, here-and-
now character, performance art opens the
way to the other, the unpredictable, unex -
pected, and unprogrammable that is the
animal-event, since the animal can never be
fully controlled, or have its behaviour pre -
dicted by the theatre mechanism.6

Dragon Heads by Marina Abramović

In Marina Abramović’s performance, Dragon
Heads, she shapes a field of extreme danger,
where the human body is profoundly
vulnerable against a biblical enemy, a field
already familiar to the Serbian artist.7 A boa
constrictor and four pythons, between ten
and fifteen feet long, starved for two weeks
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prior to the show, are now allowed to slither
around her body. The female body is sur -
rounded by ice cores whose prohibitive/
inhospitable surfaces prevent the reptiles
from moving towards the audience, leaving
her body as the only source of warmth.
Abramović was aiming to create ‘energy
paths’ on her body that would, in some way,
guide the movements of the reptiles.8 This is
a kind of performance experiment alluding
to some of the artist’s own experiences.9 Its
epicentre, the female body, is a condensed
version of the planet, with its warm and less
warm spots among which the boa and the
pythons move. 

As often happens in Abramović’s per -
formances, the limits of pain, of exhaustion,

of peril – the liminal points beyond which a
possibility of impossibility, and the fraction -
ality of the event can emerge – are open chal -
lenges to transcend what is given, what is
scheduled, and what is predictable. Heat and
energy lines, like ice cores, are the only
quasi-fixed reference points that allow for
‘normal’ behaviour of the pythons, for
example, preventing a hostile movement
towards viewers, and making the female
body inviting. 

Fear and allure, the strong repulsion and
the subtle attraction, transform the per for -
mer into a particular snake charmer: she
enchants the snakes to traverse her body,
discover it, and in a way fertilize it as the
danger of the radical other fertilizes the
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Above and opposite page: Marina Abramović performing in Dragon Heads.
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human soul. She also commands herself to
experience the danger that comes from else -
where, from the other – the dangerous
stranger who is always so close to us: under -
neath the ground we step on, in the depths of
the earth, in the foundations of our build -
ings, in the basements of our logical and
empirical existence, and whom we only see
rarely, during particular moments of shock,
or turmoil, when we are taken by absolute
surprise.

In the second version of the performance
(Dragon Heads No 2), Abramović’s voice, in a
hypnotic rhythm, invites the reptiles to fol -
low her skin, which also stands for the
surface of the earth, to follow her sources of
energy. The woman-earth, the skin-ground,
the feminine earth, the spiritualized matter
are calling for the animal-event, summoning
one of the the most ominous animals to
appear in a surprising present, and to seek
on the human animal what is hidden in the
heart of the earth: energy, the source of life,
the secret power that transforms matter into
spirit and life.10 Abramović leaves open the
possibility of the impossible – the possibility

that the animal-event can occur, the hungry
animal event.

Joseph Beuys’s I Like America

The second example is the notorious perfor -
mance I Like America and America  Likes Me by
Joseph Beuys, which keeps the level of en -
dan germent high, while also increasing its
duration. In this performance event, Beuys
wanted to isolate himself from New York΄s
environment, and from American civiliz -
ation altogether, and to extract from it one of
its living, breathing elements – the coyote.11

He and the coyote shared a space, offered by
the René Block Gallery, for eight hours daily
for three consecutive days.12

In order to achieve his goal, Beuys did not
leave the gallery at all during the five days he
was in New York. Like Abramović, Beuys,
who had expressed his interest in animals
early on, sought an ‘energy dialogue’ with
the wild animal (named Little John), this
time not devoid of explicit political state -
ments.13 Among the objects he used were
two rolls of felt blankets, with which he often
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wrapped his body, and also made a stack in
which he placed a torch pointed towards the
spectators. There was also a pair of gloves,
painted brown, which he threw to the coyote
to play with – an action that was interpreted
to be a token for human creativity (painted
gloves) and the ability to give gifts.14 Among
the artefacts of the show, there were also a
walking stick, a bit of straw, and fifty copies
of the Wall Street Journal, replaced each day
by the most recent version. It is these news -
papers that the coyote would tear apart, and
which the coyote would ‘learn’ to urinate on.

‘I Like America . . . ’: there is an ironic ring
to the title which could go amiss if we do not
take into account the coyote itself. Beuys
chooses to stay with a coyote instead of
being the guest of some hospitable citizen.
This is an animal-symbol of the old, ‘wild’
America, which, for centuries, has associated
indigenous peoples with the mysteries of wild
nature, or, if you wish, with the secret mean -
ing of the phenomenon of life. By choos ing to
cohabit with this animal-symbol, Beuys men -
tally skims over this long process of degener -
ation and destruction of a civilization.

We should not forget that, for the indig -
enous populations of North America, the
coyote was nothing less than a zoomorphic
deity. The coyote symbolized the power to
transform spirit into matter, and matter
into spirit, and it was believed that it could
understand all spoken languages. Its anger
meant great misfortune for human commu -
nities, and its appeasement was the ritual -
istic starting point for healing illnesses. 

The shamans of the Navajo tribe fully
respected it, and wore its mask when they
intended to heal a patient. Beuys chose to be
taken by an ambulance to the gallery, claim -
ing the status of a patient needing treat ment;
he therefore summoned the trans cen dental
power of the animal for his own purification,
but also as atonement towards a deity that
was literally butchered.15

Through this lens, his performance can
be read as a reconciliation ritual between a
‘Western’ man and an exiled deity, but also
as a ceremony urging redemption – from a
phylum of animals and, through them, by an
entire native human population that had suf -

fered relentless persecution by the civilized
colonizers, Republicans, Democrats, and capi -
t alists. In this case, we can discern Beuys’s
political thought, according to which art can
compensate for what politics has failed to
carry out – that is, to emancipate the creative
powers of humans, turn them into artists, and
establish a society that is articulated as a
work of art.16 Thus, Beuys’s mythological
approach results in political thinking while
his political position presupposes the trans -
cen dence of mythological and theological
references.

An interesting dynamic emerges from the
parameters of the performance itself that
should not be missed. What can be observed
is an inverse relationship between the per -
former’s attempt to turn himself into a
shaman who composes material and spiri -
tual forces into a greater whole, and the
coyote’s ‘ferocity’: the closest to failure the
first comes, the more the latter looms on the
horizon. Inasmuch as the possibility for the
event to emerge in the first aspect fades, its
possibility for it to come in the latter is ex -
tended. In both cases, the event can occur at
any time. 

The ‘Non-availability’ of Animals on Stage

In this possibility, and suspension, lies the
allure of this performance for those observ -
ing from a later point in time. Because one
can believe in the potential of the shamanic
ceremony to affect the outcome, or not,
Beuys’s techniques and claims can be chal -
lenged, but it would be difficult to challenge
his intentions and sincerity. So, even if there
remains doubt about whether an event of
transformation or transubstantiation actually
took place in the New York gallery in May
1974 (even when the view is taken that what
is now kept in the memory from this per -
formance is not an attempt at redemption or
for mending historical trauma, but simply
the encounter of the performer with the wild
animal),17 we cannot strictly exclude the pos -
si bility of an event in a moment when Beuys’s
gaze met the coyote’s, a moment during
which the coyote did not only operate as a
sign but also as a desire.18
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Joseph Beuys with coyote in I Like America and America  Likes Me. Below: with the ‘two rolls of felt blankets, with
which he often wrapped his body’.
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Four starved pythons, along with an
equally hungry boa, and a trapped coyote –
such is the non-human animal population of
these two seminal performances, during
which wild animals underwent an arduous
process, which they did not and could not
consent to. ‘Starved pythons’ cannot find
food on their own because they have been
detached from their natural environment
and subsequently have been subjected to the
‘process’ of hunger for two weeks. 

And the case of the coyote is not much
better. As Fischer-Lichte notes: ‘Beuys treated
the coyote as an equal partner. He tried to
influence it without violating it (if we tem -
porarily overlook the fact that the animal
had to be caught and caged for this action).’19

Is it not an act of violence to confine a
subject-of-a-life,20 or to force a living being to
starve for two weeks?21 Laurdes Orozco
rightfully notes that, in every performance
where an animal stars, or ‘co-stars’, it is not
enough to look at ‘the result of training – that
is, the human’s shaping of the animal – but
also the willingness of the animal to be
trained and his/her capacity to respond to
that training’.22

But how receptive can a coyote be to the
training of its own confine ment? And even
more pressing are other questions. To what
extent, and under what conditions, does the
coyote consent to this ‘training’? What could
be the compensation for the trapping of an
animal, its deprivation of freedom for a
shorter or longer period (did the coyote
return to the zoo after the performance, or
was it set free?), and for causing psycho -
logical shock, agony, fear, and possibly pain,
too? And ‘if we temporarily overlook the
fact . . .’, what kind of ‘overlooking’ is this, if
not a speciesist discrimination enabled by an
arrogant anthropocentrism in the name of
art, the same art whose purpose is, as Beuys
believes, to offer freedom?23

Fischer-Lichte uses the term ‘Unverfügbar -
keit’ to summarize and gloss over these prob -
lems. The term in German means the ‘non-
availability’ of the animals on stage, but is
defined as ‘elusiveness’ in English.24 Indeed,
this is a convenient term, neutral and harm -
less, equivalent to the earlier terms ‘non-

acting’ and ‘non-semiotic’ used by Michael
Kirby.25 But it is also akin to modern terms,
weaponized by scientific research for its
unreasonable experimentation with animals,
and also by the livestock farming industry in
order to justify the harsh ‘living’ and
‘breeding’ conditions of animals.26

‘Elusiveness’ is a convenient term that
alludes to the fact that ‘the animals don’t
have the choice not to “be themselves” as
actors do’, and that can simultaneously
accommodate for and camouflage varied
and unexpected behaviours of non-human
animals on stage, such as discomfort and
suffering, non-compliance and skittishness,
resistance, or even an attack.27 But it is also a
functional term as, in a sense, the non-
available animal potentially represents what
is the ideal postmodern (or post-dramatic)
performer: a being that is unpredictable, ran -
dom, ‘untamed’ by directorial instruction,
detached from stage norms and framed
actions – one that allows or invites the event
to occur. In this light, the performer tends to
become a human animal-event.

However, the usability of the term ‘non-
availability’ or ‘elusiveness’ conceals some -
thing that should not be silenced: the moral
and legal problem of using animals in per for -
mances. ‘Non-availability’ only makes sense
as a negation of a reference framework for
which there is availability. In other words:
‘I avail/possess myself of’ always means
‘I want to avail/offer myself to’; ‘I choose to
avail it for’ this or the other purpose. But
snakes do not want to starve, and coyotes are
not known to look for temporary shelter in
art galleries. 

The Ethical Connotations

‘Animals are not available’ therefore means
‘animals do not want to’. ‘Non-availability’
artfully conceals a negative volition that goes
without saying, and, therefore, should not be
used thoughtlessly as a mot-valise for the
analysis of performances. It can only be used
when it is surrounded by all the ethical
connotations and problematizing involved.
Otherwise, the term should be put to rest,
found to be not only inaccurate, but mislead -
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ing and deceptive, offensive towards animals,
and speciesist for the people who use it.

When we theoretically legitimize the non-
availability of animals, and when we allow
ourselves to be charmed by it in practice, we
violate a natural state and a moral right of
subjects-of-a-life: the state of, and right to,
access to freedom and food. This violation is
silenced because it is a human deed, and, in
its place, non-availability is instrumental ized,
presented to be an inane animal character -
istic. The non-human subject is not available,
which means it is not voluntarily and in an
orderly manner subjected to the imperative
of the stage. 

The contrast between animal non-availa -
bility and the framing of the performance is
also suppressed in order to highlight the
autopoietic feedback loop (autopoietische feed-
back schleife), and to establish the self-refer -
entiality of the performance during which
the performers are produced by their action
within a closed autopoietic process.28

At first glance, animal non-availability is
at odds with the self-referentiality of the
stage, given that it introduces elements that
were previously unavailable to the perfor m -
ance’s plan and schedule. However, in
essence, it offers possibilities for critical
moments – a possibility that the stage order
will be handed over to disorder and unpre -
dictability. It is in these possibilities that we
owe the enlisting of non-human beings for
the goals of human performances. To these
we owe the rationalization ‘if we temporarily
overlook the fact’, as Fischer-Lichte claims.

The term of non-availability should not be
silenced. On the contrary, it should highlight
the elements of speciesism that often find
their way to the stage in more or less overt
ways. It should also leave open to explor -
ation whatever contradictions underlie art is -
tic ventures such as those of Abramović and
Beuys because these contradictions portray,
with more clarity, the character of these per -
for mances. Otherwise, the term would have
to be removed from the nexus of perform -
ance studies and remain in the texts of
military or business interests, which allow
collateral damage. In the end, animal non-
availability makes me believe, with Lourdes

Orozco, that ‘the animal brings a lot to the
theatre, but that the theatre gives very little
back to the animal’.29

Non-human animals bring to the theatre
more elements than their non-availability,
among them the presence of the radical other,
a sense of a dark affinity, the experience of
co-belonging, the revelation of speciesist
traces on behalf of human animals, and, of
course, the possibility of the event. Studies of
the theatre should not fall into the trap of
scientism (and industrial farming), and sil -
ence, for the sake of whatever aesthetic or
artistic vanguard, the blatant moral issue of
speciesism, and the horrific treatment of non-
human animals it fosters.

I complete my references to Abramović and
Beuys with a question and a reminder. We
saw that Beuys threw a pair of painted gloves
to Little John, the coyote. Furthermore, we
perceived this action as a symbolic gesture of
approach and reconciliation, as a human gift
to a non-human being. What could we say,
though, if these gloves were leather? How
could we reinterpret Beuys’s performance if
his artistic gift to the coyote was nothing but
a human tool made of the skin of an animal?
A tool made of living things, which are not
tools, but lose their lives so that tools can be
made? Would, then, Beuys’s performance
present yet another contradiction, this time
in the form of an ironic self-undermining?

And now the reminder. When Abramović
completed the big project that was her per -
formance The Artist is Present at MoMA in
New York in 2011, fashion designer Riccardo
Tisci of Givenchy designed for her a long
black dress and a coat made of the skin of
one hundred and one snakes. What did the
artist that lived with snakes for many hours
have to say? ‘I hope they [the snakes] died
natural deaths.’30

The Exceptional Animal-event 

The concept of the Derridean event can pro -
vide an interesting road map among the
various scenes of the animal which is incor -
porated in framed theatre action, and is
exposed to the viewer’s gaze. My two chosen
scenes come from the stage authorship of
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two great artists. The analogies that can be
drawn between Derrida and Beuys, in terms
of their profile, authorship, and strategies,
have already been noted and identified – for
example, in the didactic character of their
work, or in their emphasis on creativity and
inventive ability in the writing models using
ideograms (Derrida) and allegoric stage
objects (Beuys).31

The relationships between Derridean
thought and Abramović ’s work (along with
that of other artists) have not been yet ex -
plored in similar ways; hence, the concept of
the event could be the starting point for such
studies. The issue raised by the Derridean
event addresses all non-human animals on
the stage (as well as in playwriting, thus also
on the linguistic ‘stage’). It is posed in the
form of an exemption, and it does not nega -
tively affirm that from which it is exempted
(the rule). Derrida claims that ‘the event
must be exceptional’, as a singular excep -
tion without rules, and that ‘philosophical
know ledge accepts this aporia as something
prom ising and not simply negative or para -
lyzing’.32 Is this singular exception in the
above scenes, and in all scenes that include a
non-human animal, ultimately conceivable?
A positive or a negative answer would equ -
ally strip the singular exception of its excep -
tionality, and would undo the aporetical type
of the aporia to which Derrida’s philoso -
phical thought responds.

On the one hand, ‘Yes’. The exception that
is the animal-event would be possible; the
exception becomes possible, predictable, and
programmable by directors. The repetitions,
for example, of Dragon Ηeads adopt and con -
firm this affirmation. Abramović fatally
plans the exception. 

On the other hand, ‘No’. It would not be
possible, either as an exception (solely the
rule would prevail) or as a singular one. Thus
exemption would constitute the nega tive
alibi of the rule, which would not pre vail,
but would dominate, leaving some func -
tional space for its exceptions to occur and to
develop within the internal subsystem of
rules. Once again, programming emerges.
The ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ distance us from the
animal-event of the stage.

If we must answer the question posed by
the Deriddean event, if we have to think, in
our attempt to conceive, the animal-event in
its contingency, we should move towards the
thought of perhaps, the experience of aporia,
the experience of the event that ensues
abruptly in the fractionality of a time that
grabs us instantaneously, forcing us to sur -
render to it. Our surrender to the event, how -
ever, can only be singular, that is, unique and
unrepeatable. In a second occurrence, the
rule threatens to emerge, and the event is
lost.
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