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Abstract 

 

The casting of celebrities in major roles on Broadway is a common practice, incentivized 

by the large box office draw of film stars. This paper explores how fixed conceptions of good 

acting and markers of cultural prestige play into the criticism that celebrity-actors receive. 

Looking closely at Daniel Radcliffe’s 2008 performance in Equus, Sir Ian McKellen’s 2013 

performance in Waiting for Godot and Marina Abramović’s 2010 performance The Artist is 

Present, this paper details how fan-celebrity encounters exist alongside or within performances, 

as well as how these celebrities are written about differently by critics. The celebrity’s attempt to 

represent a character within a play is complicated by their status as an easily recognizable sign 

for either themselves or another character.  It is far easier for the celebrity-actor to become part 

of the world of the play than the celebrity-character.  Ultimately, this paper asks how fan-

celebrity encounters can be harnessed as an artistic choice to enhance a performance instead of 

being negated and pushed to the periphery as a pre- or post-theatre experience. 
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Daniel Radcliffe, Ian McKellen, and Marina Abramović are all celebrities who engage in 

live performance. Examining their critical reception reveals the inherent tensions between 

celebrity presence and the actor as the embodiment of a fictional character. Critics write about 

the attempt of a celebrity to merge with the role they are playing differently based on the 

contexts of the celebrity’s fame. The expectation that the celebrity will attempt to dissolve into 

their character is reinforced through discussions of acting in theatre reviews, as well as by 

famous actors and theatre icons such as Uta Hagen. In Equus, Daniel Radcliffe is both disruptive 

and informative to the production. The presence of his naked body, which is consistently viewed 

not at his but as Harry Potter’s, causes the audience to fixate on his nudity rather than the content 

of the play. This both disrupts the conventional idea of “good” acting as a disappearance of the 

actor into the character and informs the theme of class tensions present in Equus. Ian McKellen 

in Waiting for Godot is identified and acclaimed by critics as a great actor based on their ability 

to see him primarily as Estragon. The much publicized friendship he shares with his co-star 

Patrick Stewart highlights his celebrity-actor status without distracting critics from his 

performance. The reviews he receives call into question who is allowed to disappear into a 

character and whether or not the perceived prestige of his accomplishments grant this privilege. 

McKellen as a celebrity-actor is not written about with same skepticism as Radcliffe as a 

celebrity-character. Marina Abramović’s The Artist is Present engages with the idea of celebrity 

presence both by manufacturing circumstances of celebrity (being a glamorous or notorious 

individual artist within a public sphere1) and, as the title of her work indicates, performing 

presence. Her work in this piece emphasizes the performative nature of celebrity encounter and 

                                                
1 Rojek, Chris. Celebrity. London: Reaktion, 2001. 10. Print. 
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illustrates how, when embraced, celebrity can be not only a compelling component of 

performance but essential to it. A famous body onstage is either primarily seen as a sign for a 

celebrity, a sign for a famous character not in the piece, or a sign for a character in the piece. 

Either the celebrity sign will be most visible, requiring the audience to process an additional 

layer of meaning in the performance or the world of the piece will absorb the audience and they 

will see the actor as a character within it. As the “pathmaker”2 for trends in performance, the 

reviewer’s perception of and writings about a celebrity performer mold the way fame and theatre 

are thought about by the public. 

Celebrity is disruptive to performances that aim to exclude any references to the world 

outside of the piece. The Broadway setting of both Equus and Waiting for Godot, as well as their 

classification as theatre rather than performance, invoke a standard where the popular perception 

of the actor’s job is as a vessel through which the story is told and not a signifier for anything 

else. This perception is reinforced through the fame of “method acting” and books such as Uta 

Hagen’s Respect for Acting which idealizes Laurette Taylor for having “worked for identification 

with this background until she believed herself to be the character.”3 Celebrity actors give 

quotations such as “I get to lose myself in another character” and “almost anyone can give a 

good representative performance when you're unknown. It's just easier. The real pro game of 

acting is after you're known—to 'un-Jack' that character, in my case, and get the audience to 

reinvest in a new and specific, fictional person."4 The appearance of certain celebrities onstage 

makes slipping completely into a character nearly impossible: the audience is kept in a dual 

                                                
2 Brook, Peter. The Empty Space. New York: Touchstone, 1996. 32. Print.  
3 Hagen, Uta. Respect for Acting. New York: Macmillan, 1973. 5. Print. 
4 "50 Great Quotes about Acting." The Telegraph. Telegraph Media Group, 29 Feb. 2016. Web. 
18 Mar. 2016.  
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consciousness of performer as both character and celebrity. Complicating this are actors who are 

identified closely with an external character. It is easier for audiences and reviewers to allow a 

celebrity who is famous as an actor to take a backseat to the character in their consciousness but 

are unable to allow the celebrity who is famous as a specific character to disappear. Therefore, 

certain kinds of celebrity are more disruptive to an isolated world of a play than others. Audience 

awareness of celebrity can enhance the meaning-making function of theatre. Famous bodies 

inherently highlight societal agreements about what bodies are noteworthy and therefore 

acknowledged celebrity presence places the piece into a larger cultural context. However, this 

function of celebrity is regularly disregarded in reviews and only explored in scholarly papers. 

The way celebrity imbues productions with layers of meaning is shaped by opportunities 

for intimacy between the audience and celebrity. This intimacy is defined by the permission for 

the audience to witness something personal about an otherwise guarded or unreachable figure, 

the pre-existing relationship of fan-celebrity and not the performed action itself are what make 

the experience momentous. Seeking a naked body is only notable because it is Harry Potter’s, 

watching old men be friends is remarkable because that friendship has been publicized over 

social media, and eye contact is significant because of the trappings of celebrity encounter that 

surround it. These moments of fan-celebrity encounter become more visible because the tasks of 

performance or events surrounding the performance, such as an autograph signing at the stage 

door, facilitate a more direct fan contact with celebrities. They also shift the audience between 

two experiences back to back, one in which celebrity identity is to be ignored and one in which it 

is the focal point.  

Daniel Radcliffe’s first appearance onstage was in the role of Alan Strang in Peter 

Shaffer’s Equus on the West End in February 2007 and on Broadway in the fall of 2008. These 
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performances occurred between the release of the films Harry Potter and the Order of the 

Phoenix and Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince.5 The entire Harry Potter franchise shone a 

spotlight on Radcliffe from the age of 11 granting him celebrity status and identifying him as the 

title character. As his first non-Harry Potter role since the series began filming, the choice of 

Equus as Radcliffe’s stage debut was met with extreme scrutiny. Much of the media attention 

paid to the production was focused on the star of a children’s film franchise choosing a role that 

would exhibit his naked body, visible proof that he was maturing into more adult roles.  

Radcliffe’s appearance on stage provided an opportunity for fans of his work as Harry Potter to 

not only be in the same room as him, but also to see him naked, as the character he played, Alan 

Strang, disrobes during the play. Radcliffe is not famous for being an actor, he is famous as the 

body of a character, a beloved children’s character. Therefore, his presence onstage does not 

allow the actor to blend seamlessly into the character he embodies. However, although it may 

disrupt Equus as a discrete world to have an unmistakable reference to the audience’s day to day 

world, it also informs the play’s themes by placing a figure from a popular children’s film 

franchise, a genre that is viewed as more middlebrow, in the midst of the higher brow form of 

theatre.  

Radcliffe as a celebrity is heavily emphasized by the promotion materials and media 

coverage of the production as well as the behavior by employees of the theatre. Radcliffe’s work 

as an actor, as reviewed by publications such as The New York Times and The Guardian, is 

constantly tied into Harry Potter materials: within the first sentence of the Guardian review 

appears the phrase “Harry Potter’s private parts.”6 Reinforcing ties to the Harry Potter universe 

                                                
5 "Daniel Radcliffe." Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, n.d. Web. 14 Mar. 2016.  
6 Billington, Michael. "Theatre Review: Equus / Gielgud Theatre, London." The Guardian. 
Guardian News and Media, 28 Feb. 2007. Web. 18 Mar. 2016.  



 Cooper 6 

was the casting of Richard Griffiths, the actor who plays Harry’s Uncle Dursley in the Harry 

Potter films, in Equus. Although in these reviews Griffiths is identified as having played Vernon 

Dursley and as a Tony Award Winner for The History Boys,7 none of his past character names 

are used in the place of his name. The disparity in the treatment of these two actors points to both 

the difference in degree of fame between them and the specific type of fame belonging to 

Radcliffe.  

The use of the phrase “Harry Potter right there on stage without his pants”8 as a 

descriptor of the experience indicates the importance of understanding the signification of a 

celebrity who is famous for a specific character. Radcliffe’s body has different stakes than either 

an anonymous-actor body or a celebrity-actor body, exemplified by the focus of many reviews 

on the nudity of his character in Equus, while none of these articles make such a fuss over the 

nudity of the actress playing Jill. Seeing him naked allows fans to feel a kind of intimacy with an 

otherwise distant icon. The celebrity of Daniel Radcliffe as predominantly a celebrity-character 

rather than a celebrity-actor displays how a particular body that is a recognized sign affects the 

degree of disruption. Radcliffe’s body is particularly disruptive to immersion in the world of the 

play because it is not only a signifier for Radcliffe and Alan Strang but also a signifier for Harry 

Potter. The poster for Equus highlighted the nudity of Daniel Radcliffe featuring a picture of his 

naked torso morphing into the face of a horse. Comparatively, other posters for this play have 

featured drawn faces and bodies, or stylized outlines of horses. Elizabeth Guthrie writes that 

“during a performance of Equus that I attended, during the nude scene, ushers appeared 

                                                
7 Brantley, Ben. "In the Darkness of the Stable." The New York Times. The New York Times, 25 
Sept. 2008. Web. 10 Mar. 2016. 
8 Lyall, Sarah. "The Tale of Harry Potter and the Naked Role." The New York Times. The New 
York Times, 06 Mar. 2007. Web. 18 Mar. 2016.  
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seemingly out of nowhere and stood in the aisles on the lookout for patrons taking illicit 

photographs.”9 Through their shift in behavior, the ushers indicate that his disrobing is a special 

event within the play that differs from the rest of the performance.  The attention paid to Daniel 

Radcliffe’s appearance as Alan Strang and especially to his nudity shifts the audience’s 

perception of both Daniel Radcliffe as a celebrity and Harry Potter as a character to beings whom 

they have seen naked. Additionally, it forces the audience to not only navigate the 

psychologically distressed Alan as not simply a character in a play but one who looks like a 

childhood hero. The nudity of Radcliffe’s female co-stars in Equus is unremarkable to the 

audience and the critic because they are only read as the character.  

Despite the rupture of the world of the play that celebrity can create, it can also service a 

play. Elizabeth Guthrie writes in The Male, Nude, Celebrity Body: Daniel Radcliffe in Peter 

Schaffer’s Equus,  “Equus worked in part not in spite of Radcliffe’s celebrity but because of it 

and the tension it caused.”10 Ubersfeld claims that theatrical pleasure is the pleasure of the sign11 

and because of the function of celebrity as both sign and signifier, the presence of a celebrity in a 

play adds another layer of pleasure and meaning to the experience of the audience. However, 

whether the referential or expressive function dominates, as defined by Michael L Quinn in the 

article Celebrity and the Semiotics of Acting, determines how celebrity fits into a production. 

Quinn defines the expressive function as “the performer’s personal contribution to the acting 

                                                
9 Guthrie, Elizabeth. The Male, Nude, Celebrity Body: Daniel Radcliffe in Peter Shaffer's Equus. 
Thesis. Bowling Green State University, 2010. N.p.: n.p., n.d. OhioLINK ETD. 30. Web. 5 Mar. 
2016. 
10 Ibid, 76.  
11 Bennett, Susan. Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception. London: 
Routledge, 1990. 78. Print. 
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sign” and the referential function as “the contribution of the stage figure.”12 Although, as Quinn 

notes, “this relatively direct exchange of expressive signs and outside knowledge splits the acting 

sign much like the sign is split by Brecht in his verfremdungseffekt, though celebrity acting 

requires no space/time disruptions to achieve its structure”13 the impact of that split sign on the 

content of the play is not necessarily acknowledged and it is certainly never mentioned in 

reviews. Therefore, although Daniel Radcliffe’s casting provides complex layers of meaning 

through the functioning of his body as a sign, that function is not lauded by reviews.  

Seeing a piece of theatre in order to be in the presence of a celebrity is encouraged by the 

practice of fans lining up at the stage door for autographs and pictures with the cast. By ending 

the experience of going to a show with tangible proof of having met or been in close proximity to 

a celebrity, participation as an audience member is transformed into a “trophy seeking”18 fan-

celebrity encounter. If indeed “celebrity…is not composed of acting technique but of personal 

information”19 and individuality commands a high price, Equus both increases Radcliffe’s 

celebrity and, through the personal information revealed in the form of nudity and the 

opportunity for a stage door interaction, allows fans to feel like they are having a valuable fan-

celebrity encounter. However, the stage door experience also reinforces the actor as a sign for 

their celebrity self, conflicting with their attempt to become character onstage. People are lining 

up for autographs because Radcliffe is well known for his other work, ending the show-seeing 

                                                
12 Quinn, Michael L. "Celebrity and the Semiotics of Acting." New Theatre Quarterly 6.22 
(1990): 154-61. 155. Print. 
13 Ibid, 156. 
18 Ferris, Kerry O., and Scott R. Harris. Stargazing: Celebrity, Fame, and Social Interaction. 
New York: Routledge, 2011. 14. Print. 
19 Quinn, 156.  
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experience with a reaffirmation of him as a symbol for Harry Potter, and one that will provide 

them with the experience of a celebrity encounter.  

This production of Equus is a study of how theatre as an immersion into the world of the 

play is prioritized and placed as a challenge for Radcliffe. As Quinn writes “when celebrity and 

role more clearly collide then two kinds of effects are possible. Either the celebrity is perceived 

as meeting a challenge, as achieving a stretch (-a personal growth that provides a pleasure of 

audience approval to augment the drama-), or the celebrity might be perceived as ‘out-of-

place.’”20 Because Radcliffe’s celebrity has been deemed to meet the challenge and provide the 

audience pleasure, according to Brantley who declares his performance “utterly credible and 

often affecting,”21 it is successful. Equus also does well as a piece of theatre in a society in which 

“an event … relies on the physical presence of an audience to confirm its cultural status.”22 It did 

well both financially and critically; in the 23 weeks it was open on Broadway, Equus grossed 

$11,962,267 commanding an average ticket price of $119.97 in it’s opening week.23  

The celebrity-actor has an easier time being reviewed as an artist than the celebrity-

character. Furthermore, certain celebrities, such as Sir Ian McKellen are treated by reviewers as 

actors who happen to be famous rather than celebrities trying to act. McKellen’s celebrity 

presence onstage differs from Daniel Radcliffe’s in that he is not famous for playing one 

character, but rather for his stage, television, and film career that has spanned over 50 years.24 In 

the New York Times review of the 2013 Broadway revival of Waiting for Godot, which was 

performed in repertory with No Man’s Land, both McKellen and his co-star Sir Patrick Stewart 

                                                
20 Ibid, 158.  
21 Brantley, In the Darkness of the Stable. 
22 Bennett, 92.  
23 "Production Gross | Playbill." Playbill. Playbill, n.d. Web. 03 Apr. 2016. 
24 "The Plays." Sir Ian McKellen. N.p., n.d. Web. 17 Mar. 2016. 
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are first referred to as “lions of the British stage” and subsequently noted to be “knights of the 

realm and franchise action-film stars.”25 This acknowledgement of McKellen’s stage history 

before his film history establishes the reviewer’s attention to McKellen as an artist as opposed to 

him as a celebrity. It suggests that, upon seeing him, the public does not immediately see a 

specific character or even a celebrity persona. It also sets up a system of evaluation, intertwined 

with cultural judgments, where McKellen’s credentials as a stage actor are more prestigious than 

his film credits and his ability to function as a sign for many characters is praised. This is 

reaffirmed by a widely publicized story in which, while on a break from rehearsal of Godot in 

Melbourne, McKellen was given a dollar by a passer by who thought he was a homeless beggar. 

In that same article it is noted that “whether he's playing Gandalf, Magneto or King Lear, Sir Ian 

McKellen is known for his character roles.”26 McKellen’s status as a “good actor” is constantly 

reinforced by the reviews he receives. Ben Brantley writes of his performance of King Lear that 

“what he achieves as Lear: a series of metamorphoses that, while drawn in the supernal element 

of theatrical flame, nonetheless hold up an uncompromising mirror to the future for any ordinary 

human who has the good (or bad) fortune to live past his prime. Mr. McKellen embodies onstage 

what the critic Harold Bloom has called ‘the terrible intimacy’ that ‘Lear’ inspires in the 

reading”27 affirming McKellen as a powerful actor who is not affixed to any one character, in 

addition to a celebrity. 

                                                
25  Brantley, Ben. "Filling the Existential Void." The New York Times. The New York Times, 24 
Nov. 2013. Web. 15 Mar. 2016. 
26 Reporter, Daily Mail. "Sir Ian McKellen Mistaken for a Tramp While Taking a Break outside 
Rehearsals of Waiting For Godot." Mail Online. Associated Newspapers, 11 May 2010. Web. 18 
Mar. 2016. 
27Brantley, Ben. "Lear Stripped Bare." The New York Times. The New York Times, 14 Sept. 
2007. Web. 18 Mar. 2016. 
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Although McKellen has played several distinctive film characters, such as Gandalf in The 

Lord of the Rings series and Magneto in X-Men and its sequels, the multitude of roles he has 

played, since coming to the public attention decades ago, as well as the varied costuming of 

those characters, has distanced him from any one look or type. Therefore, he has not been set as 

a sign for one character. His age also distances him in appearance from some of the roles he 

played many years ago. Although his work in franchises has earned him a fan base of young 

people, not unlike that of Harry Potter, popular film work is only a sliver of his professional 

activity, allowing him to retain legitimacy as a stage actor. This credibility is bolstered by his 

Tony Award and four Olivier Awards,28 which are also markers of the approval of the theatre 

industry.  

While it has not overshadowed McKellen’s reputation as a stage actor, his work in 

popular film franchises has brought his personal life into the public eye. Among information 

about Ian McKellen that is widely publicized is his friendship with a fellow actor and knight of 

the realm, Patrick Stewart. The relationship between the two has been the subject of many 

articles: pictures of McKellen officiating Stewart’s 2013 wedding29 as well as photos of them 

hugging and kissing at public events have become widely shared by online sources of pop 

culture.30  Therefore, this production of Waiting for Godot in which the actors play longtime 

friends Estragon and Vladimir gives audiences a chance to witness the well known relationship 

of these famous men presented onstage: a borrowed intimacy. This performance of friendship 

                                                
28 "Acting Awards, Honours, and Appointments." Sir Ian McKellen. N.p., n.d. Web. 18 Mar. 
2016. 
29 Proud, Amelia. "PICTURED: Lord Of The (Wedding) Rings! Sir Ian McKellen Officiates as 
Best Friend Patrick Stewart Says 'I Do' to Sunny Ozell."Mail Online. Associated Newspapers, 18 
Sept. 2013. Web. 18 Mar. 2016. 
30 Yapalater, Lauren. "22 Times Patrick Stewart And Ian McKellen Proved They Are The 
Greatest Best Friends Of 2013." BuzzFeed. BuzzFeed, 17 Dec. 2013. Web. 17 Mar. 2016. 
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differs from that of two famous actors who are amicable but not publicly close because the fame 

McKellen and Stewarts’ relationship functions as a draw for audience members who track it on 

social media.  Stewart’s twitter account is full of mentions and photographs of McKellen.31 As 

Ben Brantley noted in his review of King Lear, “Mr. McKellen, you see, is the kind of 

charismatic audience magnet that upmarket theater producers dream about, class and mass 

appeal in one glamorous package. Having spent his youth scaling the peaks of Shakespeare with 

spectacular bravado in his native England, Mr. McKellen has recently acquired international 

stardom in not one but two cult series of movies, X-Men and The Lord of the Rings.32 The way in 

which Sir McKellen has obtained his celebrity status allows him to retain public perception as a 

skilled stage actor and therefore exhibitions of his personal life to meld with, rather than disrupt 

the pieces in which they are showcased.  

 In the case of Waiting for Godot on Broadway, celebrity informed the performance 

without completely disrupting it in the eyes of critics. This is due to McKellen’s fame being 

attached to him as an actor rather than him as a character, and that the element of the actor’s self, 

his friendship with Stewart, which is incorporated into the play, echoes the relationship of their 

characters. The celebrity of these actors and their friendship still provides a barrier to audience 

members viewing of the play as a world belonging solely to the inhabitants of the playwright’s 

creation. As one audience member noted, “I think the audience was looking for their friendship 

because it's so publicized and meme-based… I could see what the play was, but the celebrity and 

the fact that it was Broadway made it difficult to be ‘immersed.’”33 However, this glimpse into 

                                                
31 Stewart, Patrick (SirPatStew). Twitter. https://twitter.com/SirPatStew. 
32 Brantley, Lear Stripped Bare. 
33 Larson, Eric. "Seeing Ian McKellen and Patrick Stewart in Waiting for Godot." Online 
interview. 6 Mar. 2016. 
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the personal lives of McKellen and Stewart is not paid nearly as much attention in reviews as 

Radcliffe’s nudity. 

The way that McKellen’s treatment differs from Radcliffe’s reveals who the public, as 

reflected in reviews and by critics, is willing to see as a body that can become the sign for only 

the character in that play and therefore one that allows for complete immersion in the world of 

the play. Radcliffe, an actor who is young and primarily popular in mainstream children’s 

entertainment is confined to being the sign of a different character while McKellen, famous for 

work both onstage and in film is allowed to be neutral and therefore reinforced as a good actor 

by the criteria that demands than an actor completely becomes the character onstage. This 

reveals a culture judgment that is  disdainful of the popular and views film actors as less 

legitimate actors. McKellen’s success in this production also emphasizes that Waiting for Godot, 

like much of the Western Canon, was written for older, white, male actors and, therefore, 

audiences have practice looking beyond the identity of an old, white, male actor as actor to the 

identity of the character. Examining the source of his fame and the way he is written about 

compared to Radcliffe suggests that it is not simply fame that disrupts the world of the play and 

demands reviewer’s attention. Rather, a certain kind of celebrity, celebrity that stems from 

starring in a large children’s film franchise and popularity with the middle class and teenage 

girls, requires an actor to prove themselves more than an acclaimed stage veteran who is just as 

famous. 

The contradiction between celebrity as a sign for themselves or an outside character and 

the celebrity as a character belonging solely to the world of a play ceases to exist when the focus 

of performance is not the signifying of the body as something else but rather embracing the 

experience of a celebrity encounter. This visible intentionality differentiates Marina Abramović’s 
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The Artist is Present, a performance piece presented at MoMA in the spring of 2010, from other 

performances that feature celebrities. The piece acknowledges her celebrity status and itself as a 

site of celebrity encounter: all of the elements of the audience experience that echo scripts of fan-

celebrity encounter are done so in service to the work. Furthermore, there is aesthetic precedent 

in her earlier work for the choices she makes in The Artist is Present, differentiating it from an 

unintentionally performative celebrity encounter. Marina Abramović as the permanent sitter does 

not disrupt The Artist is Present because Marina Abramović is not a signifier for anything other 

than her celebrity self. Her body is not a sign for a person or character other the one sitting at the 

table. The audience does not need to pretend to see her as someone else in order to engage with 

the work, therefore her “true” identity is not a distraction.  

The circumstances of Abramović’s fame contribute to how critics treat celebrity in her 

work. Although she is now famous enough to collaborate with Givenchy34 and Jay Z,35 her fame 

prior to this exhibition came from her work in galleries and festivals. As an active artist since 

1965, 36 Abramović has performed in galleries and festivals all over the world as both a solo 

artist and with her collaborator and partner Ulay. Her past work and career are notable enough 

that she is often referred to as the “grandmother of performance art.”37 As in The Artist is 

Present, much of her past work centers on vulnerability, endurance, and/or connection to another 

individual. In her work Rhythm 0 in 197438 she made herself accessible to the public by allowing 

                                                
34 Horyn, Cathy. "Givenchy's Spectacular 9/11 Fashion Show Actually Worked." The Cut. N.p., 
12 Sept. 2015. Web. 21 Feb. 2016. 
35 JAY Z - Picasso Baby: A Performance Art Film. Perf. Jay Z. 2014. 
Https://vimeo.com/80930630. 
36 Stiles, Kristine, Marina Abramović, Klaus Biesenbach, and Chrissie Iles. Marina Abramović. 
London: Phaidon, 2008. 140. Print.  
37 "Marina Abramović." Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, n.d. Web. 15 Feb. 2016. 
38 Stiles, Abramović, Biesenbach, and Iles, 60.  
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them to use any of an array of provided objects including knives and a gun on her body. This 

action of mute partnering with the audience is echoed in The Artist is Present, albeit with more 

protection for the artist. Connection between two human beings and the pushing of the body to 

extreme limits appear, in a very similar form to The Artist is Present, in Nightsea Crossing, a 

piece that Abramović and Ulay performed dozen times between 1980 and 1987.39 In the first 

performance of Nightsea Crossing at the Sydney Biennale, Ulay and Abramović sat across from 

each other at a table, making eye contact for seven hours a day over the course of 16 days. As in 

The Artist is Present they wore monochromatic outfits. These early works display a history of 

Marina Abramović as a person/artist employing herself and either the public or another person’s 

interaction with her as part of the art. This mode of performance has not changed with her fame, 

which lends credibility to the artistic intent of her celebrity presence and appeals to artistic 

snobbery. This piece is presented alongside her older works as performed by non-celebrity 

bodies, which illuminates the artistic lineage of the work while emphasizing Abramović as 

celebrity.   

The question of whether or not Marina Abramović was a true celebrity before this 

exhibition complicates how celebrity functions in her work. She was certainly famous within the 

art world, the willingness of MoMA to produce not only this piece but an entire retrospective of 

her work confirms that. However, she was not a celebrity in mainstream media. Although she is 

a well known performance artist, she is not a household name like Daniel Radcliffe or Ian 

McKellen and she is certainly not a sign for a character. However, those attending this piece 

view her as a celebrity and MoMA is framing her as a celebrity, conferring that status upon her, 

even if only within the museum world. This both makes the intentionality of celebrity as a 

                                                
39 Ibid, 84.  
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component of the piece more visible and appeals to reviewers who judge artists as superior to 

mainstream celebrities. 

The Artist is Present contains elements that are similar to other, more common 

occurrences of fan-celebrity encounter. Like a meet and greet or autograph signing at a 

convention, fans must wait in line for the chance to sit across the table from Abramović. This is 

different from the practice of waiting at the stage door of a Broadway theatre in that it is part of 

the performance, not an optional add-on, and the public can only interact with Abramović as an 

artist within the piece: no opportunity is provided for them to see her outside of the performance 

context. The photographic evidence that fans often seek as proof of a celebrity encounter is, in 

this instance, not imposed by the fan but built in to The Artist is Present’s documentation process 

and shared with the public through the live streaming of the piece.40 In this way, each fan-

celebrity encounter is archived as part of both the piece and the body of Abramović’s work. This 

proof of the meeting, the individual nature of the encounter, and the placement of the sitter as a 

performer complicate the fan-celebrity-audience dynamic. In answering questions about the 

work Abramović acknowledges the attention to members of the audience rather that the audience 

as a whole saying “we always perceive the audience as a group, but a group consists of many 

individuals. In this piece I deal with individuals of that group and it’s just a one-to-one 

relationship.”41 Her piece facilitates this individual attention, which fans typically must seek 

outside of the performance.  

                                                
40 Cotter, Holland. "700-Hour Silent Opera Reaches Finale at MoMA." The New York Times. 
The New York Times, N.p., 30 May 2010. Web. 18 Feb. 2016. 
41 "Marina Abramović: The Artist Speaks." MoMA Marina Abramović: The Artist Speaks. Ed. 
Daniela Stigh, Zoë Jackson, and Julia Kaganskiy. MoMA, 3 June 2010. Web. 17 Feb. 2016. 
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This work also intersects with cost-based access in a way that is different from a 

Broadway show and closer to that of the fan-celebrity encounter that occurs at a fan convention. 

Participating in The Artist is Present costs the price of museum admission, which is less than the 

typical Broadway ticket, as well as a great deal of time spent waiting. Celebrity sitters are not 

required to spend the time: they are placed at the head of the line.42  However, the presence of 

celebrity-sitters highlight how the space of The Artist is Present and its performative engagement 

differentiates from space in which Abramović is a celebrity but not a performer. It is important to 

these celebrities not just to meet Abramović, which could conceivably be arranged for them at 

some other event, but to encounter her in this performative way, to be a part of this art. This 

behavior rejects the categorization of this piece as a simple fan-celebrity encounter and 

reinforces its credibility as a performance.  

The placement of this piece as the centerpiece of a retrospective that featured not only 

documentation of Abramović’s past work, but also the recreation of that work on non-celebrity 

bodies highlights that there is still a difference between celebrity and non-celebrity performers, 

even when no fictional characters are involved. Putting her work on other bodies- the bodies of 

young performance artists who recreated her older pieces as part of the exhibit- probes the 

importance of Abramović as one of the two sitters. According to Holland Cotter of The New 

York Times, her presence matters.  He writes that “of restagings I remain an unbeliever” and  

“the atrium performance works because she is simply, persistently, uncomfortable there.43 He 

continues: “It may be that the crucial missing ingredient in the piece is the live presence of Ms. 

                                                
42 Fisher, Jennifer. "Proprioceptive Friction." The Senses and Society 7.2 (2012): 153-72. 166. 
Web. 12 Feb. 2016. 
43 Cotter, 700-Hour Silent Opera Reaches Finale at MoMA.  
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Abramović. It counts for a lot,”44 indicating that she has received celebrity status for her 

presence in her art rather than as a sign for or component of a particular piece. The title The 

Artist is Present piece also indicates that the body of Marina Abramović is integral through 

“The” rather than “A” preceding “Artist.” Celebrity is essential to this piece. The performance is 

not framed as sitting across from another ordinary person and making contact; if it were, then 

celebrity would be disruptive to the piece. The fact that it was Abramović across from people at 

that table is significant because of her status as artist, celebrity, and the preparation she put into 

making her body a vessel for this piece. In interviews she emphasizes the intentionality of her 

presence, noting that “there is a kind of mental commitment” and “to do this piece I had to go 

through really strict training.”45 In this performance, although her celebrity has been partially 

manufactured through the design of the performance and the museum’s promotion of the exhibit, 

Abramović is not replaceable. The importance of Abramović and her celebrity to the production 

starkly contrasts with the obstacle fame poses to actors trying to take on characters in plays. 

Questions of celebrity as interruptive were posed again with the presence of celebrity 

sitters who were allowed to cut the line in order to sit with Abramović. They included Bjork, 

Marisa Tomei, Isabella Rossellini, Lou Reed, Rufus Wainwright, Ulay and Klaus Biesenbach.46 

Some of these famous people functioned as ordinary sitters: their reaction and the documentation 

of it is equal to that of any other participant. The “celebrity” sitters that have personal 

connections to Abramović raise questions about her identity as a celebrity/artist, particularly the 

                                                
44 Cotter, Holland. "Performance Art Preserved, in the Flesh." The New York Times. The New 
York Times, N.p., 11 Mar. 2010. Web. 17 Feb. 2016. 
45 Abramović, Stigh, Jackson, and Kaganskiy. Marina Abramović: The Artist Speaks. 
46 Cotter, 700-Hour Silent Opera Reaches Finale at MoMA.  
 Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present. Dir. Matthew Akers and Jeffrey Dupre. HBO 
Documentary Films, 2012. Netflix. 
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presence of Ulay, her longtime collaborator and lover. As a sitter in the piece, he elicited a 

response from Abramović that broke the pattern of her prior interactions with sitters, reaching 

across the table to hold his hands. This emphasis on her relationship with a less famous person 

did not disrupt the performance because there was no illusion about her to be punctured. The 

audience became observers of a part of Abramović’s personal life and pre-existing relationships 

and acknowledged this by applauding.47 However, all of the people with whom Abramović made 

eye contact encountered the same person in the same circumstances as Ulay or any other 

celebrity sitter. In a post-performance interview, Abramović says of her sitters: “I know them, 

they’re like family”48 indicating that these were relationships being performed, albeit ones 

without a publicly available history. Ulay’s sitting can also be viewed as an artistically 

significant sampling of Nightsea Crossing, a reference to older work. The audience did not know 

that Ulay would be there and, therefore, their seeing that encounter was accidental, reinforcing 

glimpses of outside relationships of the artist as unimportant to this piece. The audience did not 

seek out this piece in order to witness the romantic history of a famous life. It is not necessary for 

them to borrow intimacy when they can create it by sitting with Abramović themselves.  

I am inclined to agree with Fisher that performances such as Abramović’s “amplify a 

mutual attunement between artist and beholder in ways that have compelling implication for 

sensorial aesthetics.”49 This piece existed in the context of Marina Abramović’s history as an 

artist and the framing done by the piece and MoMA of her as a celebrity. The aesthetics of the 

piece reflected her past modes of performance. The function of the public as part of the 

performance and the inherent documentation of that turned the script of celebrity-fan encounter 

                                                
47Ibid. 
48 Abramović, Stigh, Jackson, and Kaganskiy. Marina Abramović: The Artist Speaks. 
49 Fisher, Proprioceptive Friction, 154.  
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into part of art, the starting point from which Abramović could become “a trigger…just a 

mirror.”50 While glimpses into the private life of Abramović occurred when Ulay sat with her, 

the structure of the performance and lack of attempted signification did not allow for this to be a 

disruption, instead it became a variation on the pattern of encounter established with other sitters. 

There was no illusion of her being someone other than herself for a “real-life” friend or lover to 

puncture. Her celebrity was acknowledged by sitters who imitated Abramović or otherwise tried 

to make a statement through their sitting and the public platform it provided,51 but ultimately, as 

seen by the eagerness of other celebrities to engage, it was the artistic imagining of Abramović’s 

celebrity identity in the piece, not simply an opportunity for a celebrity encounter, that drew in 

her audience.  

The success of Abramović as a celebrity performer rests in the unity of her identity in 

which she is not trying to function as the sign for anything but celebrity artist, and her 

capitalization on the celebrity economy is not hidden or ignored. This lack of attempted illusion 

allows her fame to be in service to the piece in a visibly intentional way. In The Artist is Present, 

she utilizes the structures that surround celebrity-fan encounters such as employing a line which 

“allowed individuals to slow down and become ready to sit.”52 She feeds the desire of the fan to 

be an individual alongside the celebrity individual by seeing people one at a time while 

performing for all museum goers. She also allows for fans to feel in-control of the encounter by 

allowing them to decide how long they will sit with her.53 This prevents celebrity and fan desire 

                                                
50 Abramović, Stigh, Jackson, and Kaganskiy. Marina Abramović: The Artist Speaks. 
51 Fisher, Proprioceptive Friction, 167.   
Akers, Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present.  
52 Fisher, Proprioceptive Friction, 164. 
53 Ibid, 168. 
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from becoming interruptive forces and allows them to be an integral part of the performance’s 

structure and function in The Artist is Present. 

Abramović’s work highlights the contradiction of performance that tries to be both 

symbolic and experiential by not attempting to ignore the signification of her body. By not 

asking for the audience to see her as anything but herself and encouraging her celebrity to be a 

focal point, The Artist is Present aims only for the audience to be engaged in a unified 

experience. She acknowledges the fans’ desire to engage with the celebrity as a person by 

performing intimacy. The production of Waiting for Godot that starred Ian McKellen and the 

production of Equus that starred Daniel Radcliffe exemplify the tensions between the celebrity as 

sign for themselves and the celebrity as an actor in the way they are written about, when critics 

praise one over the other. In Equus the symbolic function comes to the forefront because Daniel 

Radcliffe exists in public consciousness and is written about as a symbol for another character, 

Harry Potter. In Waiting for Godot, the reviews ignore the significance of McKellen’s celebrity 

and focus on the experience of the production praising their ability to ignore him as a symbol. In 

these performances, celebrity makes visible an inherent contradiction in theatre.  It highlights the 

refusal of reviewers to embrace celebrities as symbolic within pieces, while continuously 

pointing out their celebrity identity. Actors are encouraged to be signs, but signs for one person 

or character at a time. When celebrity encounter exists alongside a piece of performance it 

diverts attention from the sign of the character in the play to the sign of the celebrity or other 

famous character and is therefore disruptive. 

The way that celebrity actors are written about not only reinforces the view that actors 

should disappear into their characters, keeping the audience within the world of the play, but also 

demonstrates a judgment about different kinds of celebrity. Bourdieu writes that  
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“surveys establish that all cultural practices (museum visits, concert-going, reading etc.), 

and preferences in literature, painting or music, are closely linked to educational lever 

(measured by the qualifications or length of schooling) and secondarily to social origin.54 

The relative weight of home background and of formal education (the effectiveness and 

duration of which are closely dependent on social origin) varies according to the extent to 

which the different cultural practices are recognized and taught by the educational 

system, and the influence of social origin is strongest- other things being equal- in ‘extra-

curricular” and Avant Garde culture.”55  

The view that theatre and performance art are superior to mainstream movies and, therefore, that 

celebrities who are famous for those mediums are better than those who are favorite characters 

from film franchises, especially children’s film franchises, permeates the discussion of 

celebrities as distractions. It is easier for Ian McKellen and Marina Abramović than it is for 

Daniel Radcliffe to be reviewed as themselves and not as a character because Radcliffe is not 

only a celebrity, but also the body of character who does not belong to the theatre.  

The practice of casting celebrities in plays on Broadway for their skills or their marketing 

appeal reveals a contradiction in what is valued in performance. The popular perception of the 

goal of theatre as an all absorbing immersion into the world of a play is pervasive and reinforced 

by reviews. Practices such as stage-door meetings, and news coverage that cling to celebrities as 

sign undermine that view, creating a discomfort in the failure of the celebrity to be an ideal actor. 

The ability of a celebrity to remove a sign, which is more or less cemented through the way their 

                                                
54 Bourdieu et al., Un art moyen: essai sur les usages sociaux de la photographie (Paris, Ed. de 
Minuit, 1965); P. Bourdieu and A. Darbel, L’Amour de l’art: les musées et leur public (Paris, Ed. 
de Minuit, 1966). 
55 Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London: Taylor 
and Francis, 2010. Ebook Library. xxiv-xxv. Web.  30 Mar. 2016. 
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work is talked about and class judgments placed on the source of their fame, is correlated with 

their critical success. The only way around this is to remove the illusion of a celebrity being 

someone else and to embrace the sign, as Marina Abramović does, as well as to acknowledge 

and deliver on the promise of intimacy that live performance featuring a celebrity offers. 

However, as long as reviewers insist on complete audience absorption into fictional worlds, 

celebrity casting will continue to pit box office success against critical success and deny the 

potential meaning making inherent in the presence of a celebrity. 
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