
 

 

Sviðslistadeild 

Samtímadansbraut 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Practical Latvian’ 

 

Male vulnerability in performance art 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Greinargerð til BA-prófs í samtímadansi 

   Klávs Liepins 

Vorönn 2018 



 

 

 

Sviðslistadeild 

Samtímadansbraut 

 

 

 

 

‘Practical Latvian’ 

 

Male vulnerability in performance art 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Greinargerð til BA-prófs í samtímadansi 

     Klávs Liepins 

Kt.: 130491 - 3679 

Leiðbeinandi: Ásgerður G. Gunnarsdóttir 

Vorönn 2018 



 

ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper I am looking into gendered marketing that narrows down to gendered 

objects and human skills and brings me to my main research question – why male 

vulnerability is an important topic in performance arts? I will identify and interpret the 

most acknowledged examples of Euro-American performance artists in 20th and 21st 

century that have addressed the topic of the social norms regarding gender behaviours in 

their work or specifically have used their body as an object for an artwork. The artists have 

been selected from the book “The Artists Body” that has archived the most significant 20th 

century performance artists. I will use my own life experience as a male growing up in an 

environment that is cultivating specific human skills related to a certain gender and use this 

autobiographical content for the creation of the piece Practical Latvian. 
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ARTISTIC RESEARCH 

 
INTRODUCTION 

In this paper I am looking into gendered marketing that narrows down to gendered 

objects and human skills and brings me to my main research question – why male 

vulnerability is an important topic in performance arts? I will identify and interpret the 

most acknowledged examples of Euro-American performance artists in 20th and 21st 

century that have addressed the topic of the social norms regarding gender behaviours in 

their work or specifically have used their body as an object for an artwork. The artists have 

been selected from the performance art book “The Artists Body” that has archived the most 

significant 20th century performance artists.  

I will use my own life experience as a male growing up in an environment that is 

cultivating specific human skills related to a certain gender.  

 

GENDERED MARKET 

 

First, I have to explain what is gendered marketing, and what it means to state that 

gendered marketing is creating sociocultural construct and the rules for gender identities, 

therefore creating gender related stereotypes. I want to point out that the biological gender 

or the ‘sex’ of the human is defined at the birth, but the gender I am talking about in this 

paper refers specifically from the psychological perspective.  

 

 

The topic of gendered market became present in my life when I attended the 

exhibition Norm Form in Stockholm, 2017, where a group of 54 designers created artwork,  
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which questioned and provoked the modern social norms. Particularly the designer Karin 

Ehrenberg1 used the tools that have been associated to either male or female and  

combined them as a symbolic message to the viewer.   

 

Gendered marketing is one of the dominant strategies in capitalism. And in past decades it 

has taken and absurd forms such as selling pens for males and females as if they would be 

distinctive because of the consumer’s gender. The society is manipulated through out the 

history and the gendered marketing is developing because of well thought-out strategies 

that are controlling the minds of consumers, opinions and their life choices.  Advertisement 

is using authentically genderless objects, colours (axe, blender, pink hairbrush, blue 

hairbrush) etc., and associate them to the gender. In order to increase the demand, gendered 

marketing splits the target group into male and female consumers based on different 

gender roles and behaviours in sociocultural constructs, and becomes a powerful control 

over the subjective and collective opinion on the gender identity. Therefore it supports and 

establishes the gender stereotypes. That becomes a social issue in the modern society based 

on the value of diversity. One of the greatest examples where gender marketing has used 

the long established patterns is the colour of blue and pink. These colours are used before 

the birth of the child in order to let society know what gender is expected and prepare the 

child to associate the gender identities to their gender related objects and colours. There the 

psychological gender identity has been created without a child having a choice to choose 

what colour or a toy will benefit ones needs and interests. Parent becomes a brainwashed 

consumer and repeats the history of established gender marketing strategies. There are 

many articles online and studies, that talk about the history of these two colours.  

As a matter of fact, in the begging of 20th century the gender roles of these colours where 

opposite to what we now in our days: 

 ‘’ Take this excerpt, from a June of 1918 edition of the trade publication Earnshaw’s 

Infants’ Department: 

‘’The generally accepted rule is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls. The reason is that 

pink, being a more decided and stronger colour, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, 

which is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.’’. ‘’2 

 

                                                
1 http://arkdes.se/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/arkdes-eng-katalog-171011.pdf 
2 http://sites.psu.edu/academy/2015/03/23/why-are-boys-blue-and-girls-pink/ 
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This role change clearly states that gendered pink and blue colours are an artificial 

paradigm that society has created. And that it is a mass brainwash over humanity, that 

creates a division between subcultures that are not as educated to see those capitalistic 

impacts on people lives and the ones that don’t listen to everything that higher social 

powers preach. And the division is not the only issue – the gendered marketing sets the 

rules for the skills and professions that suit female or male gender. 

 

CULT OF GENDERED HUMAN SKILLS 

 

‘’Handyman’’ and ‘’housewife’’ are one of the most significant examples of the social 

paradigms that are related to the gender identities. To be more specific I have looked into 

researches that anthropologists have done but my subjective state is that anthropology 

explains presence in the context of history, it doesn´t invent new thinking forms. It recycles 

and re-defines by that  - supports the existing social, cultural and political processes. 

Therefore I don´t see it as a doctrine that actually changes the world around me. I rather 

narrow it down into a personal life experiences in this certain context I am talking about in 

this paper. 

 

The global setting of the society over the history has been patriarchal and only in past  

decades feminism has been starting to emerge – creating a platform for discussing the 

meaning of the expectations of the male and female figures in the society. Here I will 

narrow down from global to local and, from there – personal.  

Having a son in a family has been a major hope through out the history of Latvia. The 

family cannot be functioning if there is no male figure. Latvians have had a long establish 

provincial culture. The gender roles are set in the traditions, culture and even 

constitutionally. I grew up in a masculine society where majority would have even 

aggressive opinions on how males should behave. One of the examples is if male is not a 

´´Practical Latvian´´ (as you would call handyman in Latvia), he is not valued as potential 

subject for a family. Same goes to females – if they, for example, don´t know how to cook, 

they are considered bad wives. These are just general examples of the gender stereotype 

based society. These artificial human created gender rules create an absurd pressure on 
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genders that doesn´t benefit the humanity but rather create fake distinction between male 

and female.  

 

 

MALE VULNERABILITY AND PERFORMING ARTS 

From a stereotypical point of view, vulnerability would be something one would 

relate to the female behaviour, and as female has been underrated in the patriarchal society 

over the history and defined as weak, the vulnerability has a value that is not considered as 

a powerful or productive emotional state. In the masculine society the respect goes to the 

male toughness and strength internally and externally. 

In the western culture the emergence of the artists body in 60’s , when performance 

art was defined as a medium, served a different function than it does now. Male 

vulnerability in the performance art in 20th century has been expressed mainly through 

suffering bodies as a respond to that time social, political, local and global issues. The 

performance artists that I have selected have been one of the most acknowledged artists in 

20th century performance art industry and have used their own body as an artwork.  

 

There are many male artists that have performed vulnerability but their work hasn´t been 

put on the stage as a real time performance. One of the significant video artists that has 

expressed the male vulnerability in a very simple and human way such as crying and 

putting it into the context of art, is Bas Jan Ader with his video work ´I am too sad to tell 

you´, 1971.3 

 

American art historian and critique Amelia Jones in her essay ‘Dis/playing the phallus 

Male Perform their Masculinities’4 argues that the male performance artists in 20th century 

have been acknowledged and performed their masculinity in an authorial ways. I have used  

this essay as a main research source to state that the male vulnerability is one of the least 

represented values in the performance art. Further mentioned artists are only few of  

 

                                                
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9NV0_4HXwV0 
4 Art History, Volume 17, Issue 4, pages 546–584, December 1994 
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examples that have used their own body and its phallic body to represent masculinity, 

sexuality in order to respond to their lifetime social and political issues. 

 

Yves Klein performing and manipulating with masculinity in a relation to male 

being authority and female – body. 

Robert Morris – creating a parody of masculinity, performing nudity. 

Vitto Acconci – performing male sexuality, feminizing himself as an sexualized 

desiring object, practising body-suffering practises. 5 

 

 

Male artists during 20th century are using their body as an artwork in performance art 

usually using the practises of sacrificing the body, challenging audiences empathy and 

observance bymasochistic practices such as 1960´s Vienna Actionists.  

 

‘’The artists used an arsenal of destructive materials in order to simulate actions of 

masochism, violence and psychological terror. The uncompromising themes of their work 

also exploited the recesses of social taboo; defecation, urination, birth and penetration 

were all readily depicted. These acts of ritual, mutilation and spectacle were used as a 

means to explore the vulnerability of the body and to alleviate certain realities that they 

believed had been psychically repressed by society.’’6 

 

 

My interest in performing male vulnerability is in a very specific form, that doesn´t relate 

to sexuality issues or responding to post-war situation globally and locally. My interest is 

very simple – male vulnerability as a valuable topic in its humane form. 

I believe that our day performance art industry in the local context such as Nordic-Baltic 

doesn’t need provocation or masochistic practises when it comes to performing male 

vulnerability.  The simplicity is doing the provocation function. Being sensual and 

vulnerable in the masculine society is already a provocation.  
                                                
5 The Artists Body, Tracy Warr, Amelie Jones, 2006 
6 http://www.weareorlando.co.uk/page06.php 
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CRITICAL REFLECTION 

 

´PRACTICAL LATVIAN´ 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this chapter I will talk about the general concept of creation the work, working 

methods, my artistic choices on embodying the gendered objects, tools that I have used in 

order to address the audience with my message clearly and effectively. 

 

The concept of Practical Latvian is based on my own life story and trauma heritage from 

growing up in Latvia, where cultivating the mandatory male qualities and female qualities 

is a paradigm. With this work I want to be irreverent towards the paradigm of man being 

practical. To make it clear, I want to reassess the practicality in the social context of 

gender, meaning, that the human skills shouldn’t be gendered, but adjusted to the 

individual. This is a very important point in this work, which can be easily misread, as the 

male shouldn’t be practical. Any human skill has a value and benefits the quality of life. 

But sociocultural construct is oppressing the individuals that don’t fit the social norms of 

gender behaviours. That I relate to my own life and this is where the Practical Latvian 

becomes autobiographical work.  

 

I find it as an absurd and important topic to put in a spotlight. This topic creates an exciting 

playground for me and after the artistic research I see that there is a lack of expression of 

male sensuality and vulnerability in performance art.  

 

Creation of the Practical Latvian is a process of researching the cult of gendering objects 

and questioning the paradigm of handyman as a mandatory quality in social context.  

Juxtaposing body and object, masculinity and sensibility.  
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GENDERED OBJECTS / INSTALLATION 

My interest regarding the gendered objects was to equalize them by making them in one 

colour that would suit the tone of my skin in order to symbolically embody them and take 

of the gender associated layers.  

The goal of the installations was to create a reservoir for objects in order to take away the 

focus of their given function, gendered associations and inventing new forms of 

associations towards these objects. 

By embodying objects in its literal meaning on my own body I am putting the social and 

daily elements in to the concept of art.  

 

HUMMER (gender – male)i 

The hummer has been embodied and attached to my head. As a symbolic gesture I am 

hitting the hummer and so my head against the nail in order to get it in the wall. The 

gesture of hitting the head in the wall symbolises numb state of mind and represents the 

state of the mind as a result of social pressure.  

 

MIXER (gender – female)ii 

Mixer has been embodied and attached to my head. By repetitive movement I am making a 

dough, that spreads all over the place. Symbolically I m continuing commenting through 

sarcasm my statement towards selected gendered qualities - ´´housewife and handyman´´..  

 

SCREWDRIVER / DRILL (gender – male)iii 

Primarily - accidentally and at the end  - on purpose, the title of these scene is screwdriver 

although it is a drill. ´Handyman´ figured very often has been sexualized. This scene is my 

comment on that.   

 

IRON (gender – female)iv 

The two irons’ were attached to my feet.  The misuse of these tools was represented 

through sarcasm in order to state that I refuse to be associated to any of the gendered skills. 

The white male shirt  and the fact that it is on the floor and absurdly ironed is a continuous 

comment on my statement towards gendered human skills. 
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SAW (gender – male)v 

A saw is attached to my leg, and symbolic represents iconic image of a dancer and elastic 

tape wrapped around my feet. Misuse and unsuccessful tempt to saw the wood is a 

continuous comment on my statement towards gendered human skills. 

METHODS 

 

            One of the deliberate choices regarding working methods in the creation of 

Practical Latvian was to start the work from visualizations. I had the visuals in my 

notebook before the concept was articulated. I decided to follow the instinctive choice 

making and build a trust towards my own interests and visions. I created a lot of material 

and ideas, knowing, that I will have to ‘kill my darlings’ the moment I created them. 

During the process until the final result the ‘killing of the darlings’ happened, but because 

of the approach – disconnecting the personal from the artwork – I was able to make 

choices that would only benefit the work.  

 

One of the most beneficial methods was inviting people that I respect for the rehearsals and 

get a feedback. That was another healthy beneficial method that helped to keep the concept 

clear and smooth.     

I believe that laughter is the most effective tool to break the ice between people. 

And that belief I have adopted in my work. And my interest is to collide sensuality, poetic 

expressions and humour and being socio-political without the behaviour of a dissident. 

Being able to laugh about myself as human and as an artist is a very important pattern in 

my work. I believe that this is a tool that decreases the distance between the audience, 

artwork and artist.    

 

 In collaboration with the composer of the piece Julius Rothlaender we created a 

score for the sound piece in a same methods as for the rest of the work, meaning – taking 

the authentic sounds from the tools selected for the piece and developing them. As a result 

the dramaturgy of the piece was created before the material. 
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From there I went into the space, set the camera and did the whole piece by using 

improvisation. After many times looking over the material and selecting what worked for 

the concept, the piece was ready.  

 

PERFORMANCE 

The performance consist on four chapters that is a continuation process of the embodying 

the objects through video installation, sound and in its final stage – artists body.  

On the stage I use geometrical light settings and demanding movement material that 

represent the pressure of social expectations from a male, therefore I use my own body to 

respond and comment on that.  

The final part of the performance is a spoken word in an audio format, that decreases the 

distance between the artist and the audience even more, by telling an autobiographical 

story, that unites and connects the installation and performance together.  

‘’I have two older sisters. 

My parents always wanted a son. 

Handyman son. 

They went to the fortune teller to know which day they should have sex. 

So they would have a son. 

Handyman son. 

A Practical Latvian.´ 

  

Practical Latvian is an existing iconic title in a local context in Latvia, but the meaning 
behind it can relate to the global societal expectations of a male. Practicality should be an 
optional quality or skill not a mandatory.  
The central goal of embodying the objects in different forms of artistic expression has guided 
the process, which I would describe as an utopian desire for a global community of a gender-
neutrality as a social norm.  

Juxtaposing the masculinity and male vulnerability on stage with the work Practical 

Latvian I have clarified my future visions on what are my responses towards socio-political 

constructs and that has created a platform for my artistic interests.  
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´´Practical Latvian´´ 
 
 
 

´´Practical Latvian´´ is a personal look at the paradigm of gendered objects and 

human qualities (handyman, housewife, screw driver, iron, etc.). ´´Practical Latvian´´ is a 

metaphor that comes from the artists’ life back in Latvia, but is relevant to anyone living in 

masculine society. Described as “aesthetic, humorous and honest” the work invites 

audiences to examine the complacent society when it comes to social norms towards 

gendered market. It invents new way of associations towards gendered objects and human 

skills. Choreography and visual design is created by Klavs Liepins and composer Julius 

Rothlaender has created the soundscape. Klavs Liepins has questioned how his approach to 

the objects can be embodied via different forms of artistic expression (video installation, 

performance, sound), how to put daily life objects in the concept of art, and how to relate 

ones private life experience to the public, bringing the awareness to so called ´self-evident´ 

truths. 

The central goal of embodying the objects in different forms of artistic expression has 

guided the process, which Klavs Liepins has described as an utopian desire for a global 

community of a gender-neutrality as a social norm.  

 

Piece by Klavs Liepins 

Composer: Julius Rothlaender 

Visual design assistant: Renáte Feizaka 

Producer: Katerina Spathi 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/258602525 

 

 

 


