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The queer artist works with rather than against failure and inhabits the darkness. 

Judith Jack Halberstam1 

 

Basically [adolescence is] humiliating is all I'm trying to say and so was that performance. 

Peter Fankhauser 

 

 

So he’s like sitting on the floor in the dark, there are no lights on, just one little candle on the 

floor so everything glows red. It looks like he’s getting ready for bed. He’s putting pajamas on 

and brushing his hair, like he keeps brushing his hair really intently, like a Disney princess, even 

though his hair is short you get the like gesture of it. And then he rubs cream all over his face, 

which looks kind of gross, but like, otherwise you get pimples so you have to…  
 

Peter Fankhauser’s performance “Teen Angel”, included in the queer performance series UR 

HEAD IS MINE, begins with the artist moving through this first set of actions, a teenager’s 

bedtime routine, in a dark space dimly lit by a candle and a projection on the wall behind him. 

The projection features the artist as well: in it, Fankhauser re-performs part of an episode of the 

TV show My So-Called Life, playing all the characters, not speaking, staring wide-eyed and 

intently out at whoever is watching. Sometimes he appears as a crisp portrait,; at other times, we 

see  him from a distance glowing red in a long dress, or his face in close-up black and white, 

shimmering like TV static (or a ghost). 

 

The re-performance in the video abstracts the closing scene of the episode “Betrayal” of My So-

Called Life, the mid-90s TV teen drama. Rayanne, the slut in the stereotypical teen-girl 

dichotomy, sleeps with her innocent best friend Angela’s ex-boyfriend. Angela acts out (dark 

lipstick, flirting with other boys) and starts ignoring Rayanne, but they’re forced to confront each 

other in the final scene, a rehearsal for the school play, Our Town. Speaking through the play’s 

characters, who are looking back at life from death and regretting it as they do, Angela and 

Rayanne both re-perform their own high school drama – and their reconciliation – and elevate it 

to the importance of art, with life-and-death stakes. 

 

But that’s what high school drama feels like anyway, right? 

 

Fankhauser’s video draws out this intensity, with a ghostly soundtrack and its silent, haunting 

visions of the artist floating in space, overlapping then disappearing. He conflates adolescence 

with the afterlife, as two fields of physical and spiritual uncertainty. In this way “Teen Angel” 

reflects Fankhauser’s interest in the way ghosts (the past) inhabit the spaces (actual and internal) 

of the present – as in his exhibition Water & Air, which used the four elements as a means of 

investigating the traces of anti-queer violence within the landscape of the midwest. By 

 
1 Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 96. 



 

 

performing both (female) characters in the video of “Teen Angel” himself, Fankhauser furthers 

his ongoing concern with troubling gender norms and creating queer readings of cultural 

ephemera. 

 

…and then it’s like there was just cream on his face but he’s got a knife out and it’s pretty dark. 

He makes three long cuts in his left forearm and obviously he’s bleeding a lot. And then he’s like 

collecting all the blood and saving it (ew) and he has a needle and he’s dipping it in the blood 

and giving himself a tattoo in his own blood. You can barely see the tattoo but it reads ANGEL.  

 

The second half of the performance links the ghostly ambience of the video with the darkness 

and violence of adolescence. It’s another routine, beginning with Fankhauser cutting his forearm 

with a small knife. An explicitly self-destructive gesture, the cuts link the first routine (innocent, 

cleansing and girlish) with the dark side of adolescence. The cuts disclose the self-hatred, 

alienation and despair that often characterize adolescence, especially for girls and queer people. 

Cutting, traditionally coded as teenage girl behavior, can be read as a way of both destroying and 

inscribing the body suddenly forced to perform as a woman. Here, since Fankhauser identifies as 

genderqueer and presents as male, the cuts suggest a simultaneous undoing of both femininity 

and masculinity, a violent deconstruction of the gendered self. 

 

After the blood is collected, it re-enters the artist’s body as a handmade stick-and-poke tattoo. 

Using a sewing needle, Fankhauser reinscribes himself with the word ANGEL: a signifier of the 

spiritual realm, of death and salvation, but also of a sort of cuteness coded as female and lower-

class. As a tattoo, the word ANGEL connotes a mode of femininity largely written off for 

lacking (self-)awareness; the kind of girl who gets an angel tattoo isn’t the kind of girl who’s 

thinking about feminism and agency, we assume – as if those two things were somehow 

incompatible. Instead, Fankhauser confirms this intersection of femininity, spirituality and 

violence as worthy of our consideration. Moreover, though the tattoo is impermanent, the 

performance leaves scars, a bodily inscription of the deconstruction and transubstantiation of the 

self: “Trying to translate himself from hell to heaven and one heaven to another, [he] made a 

deep cut in his own right wrist and began sucking.”2 

 

The physical stakes of the performance (knives and needles, blood) situate the work within a 

performance tradition of bodily violence – early Marina Abramovic, Yoko Ono, Chris Burden – 
which “presented extreme forms of self-punishment, discipline, and evacuation in order to 

dramatize new relations between body, self, and power,” in Halberstam’s words.3 Halberstam 

articulates this type of performance as simultaneously an act of “female unbecoming”; as an 

extension of the idea of womanhood as bloody, messy and excessive; and as masochism – “a 

performed refusal of wholeness.”4 The body performs its own “self-shattering” before an 

audience. The multiplicity of images of the artist, in the video and in person, suggest the 

dissipation of the self, the impossibility of any single cohesive “self”. Similarly, as Fankhauser 

cuts into his arm and collects the blood, a cascade of digitally rendered blood flows down the 

center of the video projection behind him, transposing the violent reality of the bleeding artist 

into technological image. And who says it’s not just as real? 

 
2 Trisha Low, The Compleat Purge (Kenning Editions, 2013), 166. 
3 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 135. 
4 Ibid., 135,139. 



 

 

 

Because what’s at stake here is the validity – the realness – of adolescent emotions, of fights in 

the girls’ bathroom, of real feelings sublimated into a scene in the school play and then reified as 

performance art: what’s at stake is the realness  of female and queer experience. Often that 

experience is difficult, messy, painful, “humiliating” – it has far less to do with any triumphant 

narrative than with what Halberstam terms queer failure. Fixating on the impossible performance 

of queer adolescence, “Teen Angel” draws its power from its emphasis on despair and self-

destruction. The failures it encompasses – from the queer teen’s lack of what Fankhauser calls 

“an all-American high school experience” to the pure negativity of self-inflicted violence, to the 

impermanence of a tattoo made in one’s own blood – forge a critique of “heteronormative 

common sense”; they get comfortable in the darkness.5 The performance ends when Fankhauser 

walks offstage, his arm dripping blood. It’s the only one in the series for which no one 

applauded. 

 
5 Ibid., 89. 


