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Abstract 

 

Sex In Public: Public Performances of Gay Sex 

 

Stephen Andrew Low, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Deborah Paredez 

 

Sex in Public: Public Performances of Gay Sex examines how (re)presentations of gay 
sex in the theatre challenge, complicate, and interrogate the concepts of public and 
private in contemporary culture. Specifically, Sex In Public argues that (re)presentations 
of gay sex in the public forum of the theatre forces audiences to confront how the 
concepts of public and private circumscribe, influence, and control the lives and bodies 
and queer white men. Employing the queer theoretical works of Michael Warner (Publics 
and Counterpublics and The Trouble With Normal), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
(Epistemology of the Closet) and Michel Foucault (The History of Sexuality Volume I)  
Sex In Public specifically considers how (re)presentations of white gay male sexuality 
and sexual activity are particularly effective sites of analysis when confronting hetero-
normative hegemonic divisions of public and private. Through in-depth performance and 
textual analyses of Tim Miller's seminal queer solo performance piece My Queer Body 
and Peter Carpenter's dance theatre piece Bareback Into the Sunset, Sex In Public 
illustrates how sex and sexuality performed in public, which provoke both the 
participants and a witnessing audience to feel shame, can construct community and build 
coalitions across social identity categories. In Sex In Public, I claim that gay male 
performance in the forum of the public space of the theatre is a “space of circulation in 
which it is hoped that the poesis of scene making will be transformative, not replicative” 
(122) and which carries with it “the original hope of transforming not just policy but the 
space of public life itself” (124). 
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Introduction 

 

Upon arriving in Austin Texas to begin graduate studies, I was eager to get involved in 

the gay community, so I sought out the gay bi-weekly or monthly publications that are common 

in such large urban centers. I was surprised to find such a publication at my local grocery store. I 

happened to live in a neighborhood comprised of a mix of students and upper-middle class 

families, in which the local grocery store was a upscale bourgeois type of market with unique 

local products and a large selection of organic fare. Needless to say, I was surprised to find what 

I thought would be an edgy, at least sexually charged publication that represented the LGBTQ 

community in Austin at such an establishment. After flipping through the publication itself, I 

wasn't surprised that such a magazine sat alongside the popular weekly culture newspaper The 

Austin Chronicle, and the sterile Austin Women at the local grocery store serving the 

neighborhood's upper-middle class families.  And after flipping through the publication itself, I 

was very disappointed with what I found. 

The magazine itself fit into the upper-middle class (white) lifestyle that the local grocery 

store catered too. L Style G Style, the name of the only gay monthly publication in Austin, was a 

janus-faced magazine with one side appealing to the lesbian community (that's the L Style side) 

and, by flipping the magazine over, the other  side catering to the gay community (that's the G 

Style side). On the G Style cover of the May/April 2011 issue, featuring “Visual Interpreters”, is 

a white, presumably gay, man in his mid to late forties standing in front of a metal latticed gate 

next to a yellow street lamp. Inside are ads for BMW, the new W Hotel in Austin, and a furniture 

company called Four Hands Home. The magazine includes a feature article on the local 

theatrical designer Michael Raiford (the man on the cover), a question and answer section with 
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the executive director of the Merce Cunningham Dance company Trevor Carlson, a small section 

on work out tips, another with relationship advice, a profile on an owner of a design firm, 

another profile of a new upcoming entrepreneur, an article on Ken Stein who manages the local 

Paramount and State Theaters, and a section on party hosting called 'Imbibe' complete with 

cocktail recipes, and a section profiling local eateries unironically called “Swallow” (L Style G 

Style). The pages are a white and glossy with photos of each of the (white) men alongside the 

articles they are featured in (and a picture of generic dog in the section on pets). Most all of the 

forty advertisements were for local businesses or multinational corporations, with the exception 

of an ad for the upcoming Human Rights Campaign gala, Austin's Arts Alliance organization, 

and a pink cake in which the icing advertises ArtsErotic, an art auction for the Paul Kirby 

Emergency fund, and one for the Hill Country Ride, an fundraiser for HIV/AIDS victims.  The 

ad for the ArtsErotic event was far from erotic, and the ad for the Hill Country Ride barely made 

mention of the issue it was raising money for. 

Sadly, the only gay monthly publication catering the Austin LGBTQ community, L Style 

G Style, presented, valorized, and celebrated hetero-normative values and beliefs within a gay 

context. None of the ads or articles promoted bars or clubs or bathhouses, staple institutions in 

most gay communities as well as important institutions in the history of LGBTQ activism (think 

of the Stonewall Riots). Nor was there any mention of support groups for coming out, 

transgendered issues, HIV/AIDS or addiction, and no sexy (half) naked male bodies of any kind. 

L Style G Style was a proper, 'family friendly', upper-middle class lifestyle magazine. This 

magazine did not represent the gay community that I wanted to belong to. 



 3 
 

 After musing over how and why I felt the 'lifestyle' represented by this publication did 

not represent me nor the community I wanted belong, I discovered that the lack of sex on the 

pages of L Style G Style was the underlying reason for my disidentification. Being a young, gay, 

horny, socially and politically aware graduate student, I was not interested in being a member of 

a gay community that kept sex and sexual activity relegated to a place of privacy and shame. L 

Style G Style illustrated  not only how the hetero-normative hegemony polices gay sex, but some 

members within the gay community itself demand that gay sex is relegated to the private sphere 

as a conscious strategy of assimilation into a ‘straight’ world. The longer I spent in Austin, the 

more I began to realize that L Style G Style was indicative of a larger trend that dominated the 

gay community in Texas’s Capital: Sex was a private matter. Feeling lost and unconnected in 

this community that would judge and shame my sexual values, I asked: What impact does 

‘closeting’ sex, treating sex as strictly a private matter, have on gay men, and the larger 

community? 

 

NOTHING TO BE ASHAMED OF… 
 

Despite what the current social and political climate seems to indicate, sex is nothing to 

be ashamed of. Most everyone does it. It’s what brought us here in the first place. Yet, sex and 

sexual practices, especially in terms of gay sex and sexual practices in the recent past, are best 

described as the ‘open secret’1 - an act that is treated as something private, but is known to exist 

by the public at large. As evident in the L Style G Style described above, shame dominates 

                                                
1In The History of Sexuality Volume I, Michel Foucault claims that “What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is 

not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated themselves to speaking of it ad 
infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret” (35) 
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attitudes toward sex and sexual activity in the gay community. In the case of L Style G Style, the 

gay community at large seems aggressively invested in relegating sex to the private sphere, 

‘closeting’ that which most gay men implicitly declare when they come out. But though there is 

no rational reason to feel shame concerning sex and sexual practices, shame continues to haunt 

sex and sexual practices. 

Shame, though often considered a negative affect, can be a productive place of 

community building, and closeting sexual practices in an effort to eliminate shame can have 

devastating consequences. In the first essay of GLQ ever published, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

points to the importance of shame as necessary for building and identifying with a collective. 

Sedgwick writes that “At the same time, shame both derives from and aims toward sociability” 

(51). Sedgwick describes the origins of shame as being “a reaction to the loss of feedback from 

others, indicating social isolation and signaling the need for relief from that condition” (50). 

Sedgwick also describes shame as being a break down “in a circuit of identity-constituting 

identificatory communication” (50). Writing about Sedgwick’s essay, Jennifer Moon suggests 

that shame is a powerful point of collectivity making because “Shame distinguishes the queer 

from the normal, not because there is anything inherently shameful about having deviant desires 

or engaging in deviant acts, but because shame adheres to (or is supposed to adhere to) any 

position of social alienation or noncomformity” (359). Shame then “aims toward sociability” 

because shame can only be felt in the moment in which an individual understands their exclusion 

from a hegemonic norm, which then provokes an individual to (re)connect, by finding others 

who feel shame about the same thing. Moon also astutely points out that, because homosexuality 

will never be the norm of the majority, shame is an inescapable aspect of gay life. And so, any 

effort to relegate it to the private sphere, and therefore eliminate the possibility for shame based 
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upon sexual difference, may dissolve the gay community and leave many people without the 

support systems that a community can offer. How then can we insure that the ways that shame 

functions within the lives of gay men and their communities is not self-destructive? How can we 

insure that shame functions as a productive site of coalition and community building, instead of 

something that forces the dissolution of a gay community? What forums are available to consider 

shame within the public sphere? 

I claim that performance is a forum in which sex, which has been relegated to the private 

sphere in modern Western culture, can create discourse in the public realm. Specifically, 

performance can create public conversation about sex and the ways sex is a source of shame. In 

Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, for example, an audience is invited into the private world of 

Nora and Torvald in the public space of the theater. Even the most canonical of dramatic texts 

gives the larger public access to private moments. Audiences and performers share what is 

deemed to be private within a public space which then dissolves the strict divide between the 

private and the public. Furthermore, because living, breathing, sweating bodies are materially 

present in the act of performance, the body becomes the liminal site through which larger publics 

have access to social and cultural acts typically associated with the private sphere. Live bodies 

performing private moments in the public sphere, in turn, inspire social and cultural discourse. In 

terms of my project, embodying performances of gay sex in the theater will provoke audiences to 

consider their own sexual beliefs and attitudes, and the place of shame within their lived sexual 

experience. 

Specifically, my thesis engages public performances of gay sex in order to investigate the 

construction of private and public. It will examine various forms of theatrical performances of 
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gay sex. Specifically, it analyzes the work of Tim Miller and dance artist Peter Carpenter, whose 

collective works allow a representative analysis of performances of gay sex in the theater. My 

project engages with these two performances by simply defining performance as “always a doing 

and a thing done” as well as “certain embodies acts, in specific sites, witnessed by others (and/or 

the watching self” (Diamond 1). Ultimately, my project investigates how public performances of 

gay sex complicate, challenge, and subvert the strict divisions of private and public that 

dominate, police, and control sex practices. 

Before I continue I must address the fact that my project focuses on white gay male 

subjectivity from my perspective of a white gay man. The subjects I examine are both white gay 

males and their performances consequently come from the perspectives of white gay men. In 

fact, both artists deal with the stuff of their own lives, and so their work is, in some ways, a 

reflection of white gay male existence in the United States of America. This also means that 

shame as a product of their performances does not take the form of some universal affective 

experience, but is in fact, rooted in the positionality of whiteness. Furthermore, the basis for the 

analysis I provide is a product of my own relationship with, response to, and analysis of Tim 

Miller and Peter Carpenter and their respective works as a white gay men. It would be wrong to 

say that my project does not engage with race; rather, my project specifically provides an 

analysis of whiteness and sex in public. As a white gay man with access to white male privilege, 

I would think it disingenuous to engage in an analysis of non-white gay subjectivities and their 

relationship to, response to, and analysis of public performances of gay sex. I would need to 

apply alternate methodologies that would allow me to provide an analysis of non-white 

individuals and their relationship to sex in public; an examination based upon my personal 
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responses to performances of sex in public is inadequate to address experiences others different 

from me may have.   

My discussion of gay sex and sexual practices in both the private and public spheres does 

not aim to eliminate shame from the lives of gay men and their communities, but rather, I’m 

invested in negotiating how shame is both inescapable in modern gay life as well as a potentially 

productive and generative affect in gay existence. My project then is invested in re-examining 

shame in the lives of gay men and attempts to negotiate how shame can be productive and 

generative and not destructive. 

 

TIM MILLER AND PETER CARPENTER DO IT ON STAGE 
 

Tim Miller's work has set the standard for queer solo performance in the United States. 

His work frequently challenges injustice, inequality, and oppression of LGBTQ subjects, taking 

on government inaction to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in his early work, to fighting for equal 

marriage laws in his later performance pieces. Using his own life and experiences as the 

narrative content of his performance texts, Miller merges the personal with the political. His 

eclectic style, that often employs outrageous metaphors, political imagery (such as the icon of the 

bear on the state flag of California), utopian fantasy (in imagining a Black Lesbian President of 

the United States), as well as exposing his own body (both literally and figuratively) sets his 

work apart from most all other stand-up comics and other solo performers. In my project, I 

analyze what Miller describes as his “most seminal piece”, My Queer Body (78). 
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Miller willing performs shame in public2 in his (re)presentation of gay sex in My Queer 

Body more explicitly than in most of his other performance work. In My Queer Body, Miller 

appears naked and is too eager to tackle the seemingly taboo subject of sex, which make it a 

potent instance of public performance that (re)presents gay sex and sexuality for many reasons. 

In his introduction to the published script of My Queer Body in an anthology titled Body Blows, 

Miller describes his play as “a funny, scary, and emotional gay boy's alternative creation myth, 

an odyssey of swimming upstream as a queer spermlet at conception to my first boy-kiss to the 

ecstatic visions of homo-sex transforming the state” (79). In other words, My Queer Body 

narrates Miller's own version of his conception, an adolescent story of his first kiss, to an 

imagined utopian future that is the product of radical queer sex.  My Queer Body employs rich 

imagery to mine the depths of sex, exploding the possible meanings that sex and performances of 

sex can produce. The imagery in My Queer Body highlights the sensory methods in which we 

understand sex. Specifically, My Queer Body employs multiple strategies that engage and make 

visible, not only the sexual body of the performer, but the sexual body of the audience as well. 

My Queer Body also, though not literally, embodies penetration – either through ‘penetrating’ the 

Fourth Wall by interacting with the audience, or by describing in graphic detail an act of gay sex 

in the course of the show. Miller's My Queer Body draws our attention, not merely to sex and 

sexuality, but how the body is the site of shame when (re)presenting sex and sexuality in a public 

sphere. 

                                                
2Miller does not perform 'shame' in such a fashion that it is rendered shameless. In his performance, especially when 

he appears nude on stage, Miller intends that his actions will provoke shame in his audience. By appearing nude, 
for instance, his audience will most likely exhibit common reactions to shameful acts; they will avert their gaze, 
bow their heads, blush,  laugh nervously, etc... By claiming that Miller performs shame, I am not suggesting that 
he necessarily performs acts he is particularly shameful of, but rather, he performs acts that commonly induce 
shame in his witnessing public. 
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Carpenter’s dance/performance piece Bareback Into the Sunset also provides potent and 

rich examples to consider when exploring public (re)presentation of gay sex and the meanings 

produced by such (re)presentations. Bareback Into the Sunset includes sections of conventional 

dance, that is to say that it includes sections in which Carpenter dances silently to music, and 

Brechtian theater techniques of storytelling in which the actors declare the action of a scene to 

the audience as they perform, as well as merging modern dance movements and gestures with 

spoken text. Carpenter's piece focuses on a gay man dying of AIDS, but jumps back and forth in 

time as he narrates several important memories of this man. These memories include getting lost 

horseback riding in the woods behind his childhood home, to witnessing an act of bareback sex 

in the backroom of one of Chicago's gay bars, to delivering  a lecture on the icon of the cowboy 

and its relationship to gay men who practice unsafe sex. The central section of Bareback Into the 

Sunset that I examine tells a story of a man both participating in and witnessing public sex in the 

backroom of a gay bar in Chicago. By performing both spectator and actor, Bareback Into the 

Sunset allows for an analysis of how performing gay sex in public challenges the ways in which 

witnessing public performances of gay sex influences and impacts the individual and their 

understanding of their place in the gay community. By witnessing/performing an instance of 

public sex, Bareback Into the Sunset exposes how sexual intercourse has ramifications beyond 

the two (or more) people who are participating in that given sexual act. 

Carpenter’s Bareback Into the Sunset presents gay sex in a similar fashion to Miller’s My 

Queer Body. Like Miller’s work, gay sex in Bareback Into the Sunset includes images of nature, 

in this case spoken text and physical gestures are performed to evoke the image of the horse and 

horseback riding (without a saddle making it ‘bareback’). Also similar to Miller’s work, 

Bareback Into the Sunset evokes images of childhood (or in Miller’s case adolescence) when 



 10 

discussing sex. Both works also employ humor as a performance strategy, and both pieces 

combine spoken text and embodied performance in the course of their work. Most importantly, 

both works privilege gay sex and the performances of gay sex as a site of pleasure, while still 

addressing the relationship between gay sex and HIV/AIDS and other important issues that face 

the LGBTQ community. Though Carpenter's piece employs dance alongside text, and Miller's 

piece is driven by narration, both pieces manage to bring attention to the body. Though Bareback 

Into the Sunset, includes five performers, Carpenter doesn't enact the relationships discussed 

within the narrative of the story onstage, but rather narrates them through text. That is to say, in a 

very Brechtian fashion, Carpenter announces the actions and dynamics of each relationship 

presented rather than 'acting it out'. And so, despite how Carpenter's piece is not a conventional 

solo performance, his piece is similar to Miller's My Queer Body, for the most part, in that they 

each concern the story of an individual gay man  rather than providing an examination of any 

particular relationship and its dynamics. 

 

THOSE WHO DID IT BEFORE ME, OR SOMETHING LIKE IT 
 

Performance scholars have examined performances of gay sex but not necessarily in 

terms of embodied sexual practices (re)presented in the theater and the shame such 

(re)presentations produce. Performance scholars have mostly considered queer sex as indicative 

and in direct conversation with larger social issues such as gender inequality, gay rights, and 

HIV/AIDS. For instance, Andrew Wylie’s book titled Sex On Stage doesn’t actually consider the 

act of sex, but rather provides an examination of representations of sexual identity categories and 

gender identities in the theater. Other scholarship considers public performances of sex, but only 
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outside of artistic practices. Pat Califia’s work Public Sex and William L. Leaps anthology titled 

Public Sex Gay Space do not consider performances of sex within theatrical or artistic contexts, 

but only in quotidian contexts. Surprisingly, Eric O. Clarke’s book Virtuous Vice: 

Homoeroticism in the Public Sphere fails to consider sexual practices at all. In the field of 

performance studies, only displays of sexual identities and the social position of such sexual 

identities have been examined, but not instances of performance of the constitutive sexual acts 

that circumscribe those sexual identities and the shame produced by the presentation those sexual 

acts in the public sphere. 

 

HOW TO DO IT IN DIFFERENT POSITIONS 
 

Because I intend to examine sexual activity that challenge hetero-normative sexual 

practices, I engage with a variety of queer theorists in my analysis of My Queer Body and 

Bareback Into the Sunset. As I’ve elucidated above, the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

provides the axiomatic foundation for my project: Gay sex is necessarily both public and private 

simultaneously3. Below, I briefly discuss how other theoretical work, mostly scholarship in the 

domain of Queer studies, will frame and contribute to my analysis. 

Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant's co-authored essay “Sex In Public” sets the 

theoretical foundation in which my project tackles hetero-normative hegemony. As they argue in 

their influential article “Queer social practices like sex and theory try to unsettle the garbled but 

powerful norms supporting [hetero-normative] privilege – include the project of normalization 

                                                
3Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick teases out the necessarily public/private discourse concerning gay sexual identities in her 

seminal work Epistemology of the Closet 
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that has made heterosexuality hegemonic -  as well as those material practices that, though not 

explicitly sexual, are implicated in the hierarchies of property and propriety that we will describe 

as hetero-normative” (548). Sex (re)presented in the theater challenges the “propriety” that 

relegates sexual activity in the public sphere while also highlighting the “property”, that is to say, 

the space of the theater as a site in which conventionally private matters are given public 

scrutiny. Warner and Berlant also highlight that queer sexualities, have “required the 

development of kinds of intimacies that bear no necessary relationship to domestic space, to 

kinship, to the couple form,  to property, to the nation” (557). In my project, I consider the space 

of the theater, especially exemplified in LGBTQ theater practices, as a site in which intimacies 

are presented and established, both within the content of a performance itself, but also between 

the audience and the performer. If we consider (re)presenting private matters to public as a 

method to establish intimate relations, the theater, as a public space, necessarily becomes a site in 

which intimacy is established between strangers outside of domestic or private spaces. 

My project builds upon the work of Michael Warner whose book The Trouble With 

Normal argues that policies and cultural attitudes that relegate sex to the private realm diminish 

sex-positive healthy sex practices, particularly those of gay men. With the increasing popularity 

of cruising for sex online, usually within the comforts of one’s own home, gay sex is 

increasingly relegated to the private realm. The effects of gay sex being erased in the public 

sphere have very real and harmful consequences. Within the privacy of one’s home, information 

concerning safe-sex practices and the risks of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted 

infections has a much harder time reaching gay men. Young gay men who did not live through 

the devastating losses of the HIV/AIDS crisis are especially at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS 

having no first hand experience of the tragedy of the epidemic. Considering L Style G Style and 
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Austin’s dominant gay community’s relegation of sex as a strictly private matter alongside 

Michael Warner’s persuasive argument in The Trouble With Normal I considered the following 

questions: How do public performances of gay sex contribute to positive attitudes toward sex? 

How do public performances of gay sex complicate, challenge, subvert the strict divisions of 

private and public that dominate, police, and/or control sex practices today? 

I employ the work of Michael Warner in his book The Trouble With Normal (1999) to 

discuss how negative cultural attitudes toward sex and sexual practices (specifically gay male 

sexual practices) have adverse effects on gay men and gay culture. As Warner argues in The 

Trouble With Normal: 

The implication tends to be that those who favor sex, especially casual sex, 
are opposed by those who favor romantic love. But queer culture is the last 
place where this opposition should be taken for granted. One of its greatest 
contributions to modern life is the discovery that you can have both: intimacy 
and casualness; long-term commitment and sex with strangers; Romantic love 
and perverse pleasure. To cast the conflict as one between sex and love is to 
deny the best insights and lived experience of queers (73). 

This astute claim establishes the social and cultural importance of sexual practices in all its 

contexts, from romantic to casual, from committed partnerships or anonymous ephemeral 

couplings, from private to public, has for the gay community. The freedoms available to gay men 

to experience a wide (or at least wider) range of sexual arrangements that includes both private 

and public sexual practices is at risk of regressing to the hetero-normative pressures of limiting 

sexual practices to the private realm. Warner also states that “[sex is] a way of life, an ethic, not 

only because it is understood as a better kind of self-relation, but because it is the premise of the 

kind of sociability that holds queer culture together” (35). Performances of gay sex can 

simultaneously embody these binary qualities in public while presenting sex as a “kind of 
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sociability that holds queer culture together.” As is the case with L Style G Style, relegating sex 

to the private sphere in an effort to assimilate into the hetero-normative hegemony risks 

stigmatizing the diverse sexual and romantic arrangements that offer unique freedoms to gay 

men. 

Following from Warner's claims, My Queer Body alongside Bareback Into the Sunset 

highlight the diverse practices of white gay men that bridge the private realm of sex to the public 

realm of sociability. By performing their stories in public, Miller and Carpenter literally embody 

this ‘bridge’ between their private experiences and the public forum of the theater in which they 

share these experiences. Miller and Carpenter’s bodies are the private sites of gay sex that are 

enacting their stories in the public sphere. 

Michael Warner’s book Publics and Counterpublics (2002), which elucidates and 

complicates the terms ‘public’ and ‘private’ and how they function on the social and cultural 

landscape, will also provide a theoretical foundation for examination of My Queer Body and 

Bareback Into the Sunset. In describing publics and counterpublics Warner claims that 

Dominant publics are by definition those that can take their discourse 
pragmatics and their life worlds for granted, misrecognizing the indefinite 
scope of their expansive address as universality and normalcy. 
Counterpublics are spaces of circulation in which it is hoped that the 
poesis of scene making will be transformative, not replicated merely 
(122). 

My examination situates Miller’s and Carpenter’s performance work as cultural products of a 

gay male counterpublic that aims to challenge and ‘transform’ dominant hegemonic attitudes 

toward sexuality by illustrating sexual practices as complex sites of personal pleasure and shame 

that can function within both the private and public spheres. 
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Michel Foucault’s work, specifically The History of Sexuality Volume I (1976), also 

offers valuable tools when considering the ways in which sex is policed through “the necessity of 

regulating sex through useful and public discourses” (25). Foucault’s work charts how sex is the 

site of the ‘open secret’; Foucault claims that “What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is 

not that they consign sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated themselves to speaking 

of it ad infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret” (35). Here Foucault highlights the 

specificities in which sex, and especially queer sex, straddles the private/public divide for the 

purposes of social control. Framing my discussion of public performances of gay sex within 

Foucault’s theoretical claims will help examine the ways in which public performances of gay 

sex contribute to and/or challenge regimes of control and policing that form and shape 

hegemonic attitudes and values concerning sexual practices. 

Foucault’s work also will help navigate the risks inherent in making gay sex practices 

visible on the larger social landscape through acts of public performance. As Foucault claims in 

The History of Sexuality Volume I : “A policing of sex; that is, not the rigor of taboo, but the 

necessity of regulating sex through useful and public discourses” (25). Hence, by presenting gay 

sex through public performance, the freedom afforded to gay male subjects to engage in a 

diverse set of sexual and romantic arrangements is at risk of being subjected to increased state 

control. But, as Foucault also states later in The History of Sexuality Volume I: “The pleasure that 

comes of exercising a power that questions, monitors, watches, spies, searches out, palpates, 

brings to light; and on the other hand, the pleasure that kindles at having to evade this power, flee 

from it, fool it, or travesty it” (45). For Foucault, the exercise of policing sexual acts can actually 

afford such practices other sites of pleasure by offering gay male subjects opportunities to evade 

state controls. My project engages with Foucault’s theoretical concepts concerning sex in public 
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in order to examine how public performance both challenges hetero-normative attitudes toward 

sex that relegate it to the private sphere while putting gay sexual practices at risk of increased 

state policing. 

 

I’M NOT ASHAMED TO BE DOING IT LIKE THIS 
 

My project also engages with psychoanalytic and queer theories of shame. The works of 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Jennifer Moon that explicate the ways in which gay shame is an 

affective force in producing and maintaining LGBTQ communities that I’ve cited above appear 

in an anthology titled Gay Shame. In addition to the works of Sedgwick and Moon, editor David 

M. Halperin’s interview with “novelist, theater and opera director, playwright, translator, 

performance artist, historian, and sometimes gay civil rights and HIV/AIDS activist” Neil 

Bartlett situates the theater as a site that effectively shows the generative power of shame, 

especially in terms of complicating and challenging social constructions of the public and private 

spheres (339). 

Bartlett claims that the theater is a site that embraces public performances that are 

shameful. For Bartlett, over the course of the interview, performance includes a wide range of 

public events, from the activities in gay clubs (346) to the opera at London’s coliseum (340). In 

the interview with Halperin he states “some of the things performers do – the things we can’t do, 

or don’t do, or we pretend that we don’t do – are shameful things. theater is basically about 

misbehaving, isn’t it? You never pay good money to sit there in the dark and watch people 

behave” (340). Often in the theater, as Bartlett points out, the performers present publicly the 

things that audience members do in private, and then pretend they don’t do such things when in 
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public. He goes on: “I suppose what we’re paying for there is to watch performers act out either 

things that we’ve dreamt of doing but don’t dare do, like kill people or fuck people, or things that 

we think on some subliminal level that we have done or have been accused of doing” (340). 

Bartlett quips that “There is a joke that theater, like sex, is best done in the dark. You know the 

old joke, “Is sex dirty? Only if you’re doing it right.” Is theater dirty? Only if they’re doing it 

right?” (340). The theater becomes a forum in which it is encouraged for a person to publicly 

perform shameful acts. 

Not only is the theater a place in which shame is performed, but it is also a place in which 

shame is shared. Bartlett claims that because most conventional theater practices leave the 

audience silent in the dark “in the theater, it’s precisely because everything is done in silence that 

the sharing of the shame, the sharing of the shameful act is very potent” (340). For Bartlett, as he 

says “As we watch them, we share their crime; we share their shame” (340). The community that 

is created by the presence of a mass of individuals sitting in the dark witnessing a series of 

actions in real time and space is both produced by shame, and shares that shame. 

For Bartlett, the sharing of shame in the theater is particularly powerful within the gay 

community. Bartlett states “My experience of gay culture has been that you find other people 

who share your shame. That whole tactic through which, by making you ashamed of things, the 

straight world tries to isolate you and make you introverted” (346). This observation concurs 

with Moon’s assertion cited above that “Shame distinguishes the queer from the normal, not 

because there is anything inherently shameful about having deviant desires or engaging in 

deviant acts, but because shame adheres to (or is supposed to adhere to) any position of social 

alienation or noncomformity” (359). Here, the theory of shame for LGBTQ individuals espoused 
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by Moon is seen to be especially effective within the context of the theater. LGBTQ individuals 

are able to share their shame through the public space of the theater where shameful acts are not 

only allowed to be, but are encouraged to be performed. 

The act of performing shame, especially within LGBTQ communities, is not a sado-

masochistic one, but one of pleasure, as Bartlett points out. Bartlett remarks that “one reason 

why we choose to constantly re-enact or rewitness our shame [...] is that performance, the 

performance of transgression, is intensely pleasurable” (346). The theater then is a place where 

the shameful acts that if ever given public scrutiny bring shame upon an individual, are given 

public (re)presentation in an effort to produce pleasure. If we merge Bartlett’s position with the 

theory espoused above by Sedgwick and Moon, the pleasure from shame (re)presented in the 

theater is twofold: First, there is the pleasure of witnessing the performance of shameful 

transgressive acts in a public forum, and, second, there is the pleasure that is a result of the inter-

personal connection and building of community that occur when shame is shared amongst the 

audience and the performer at the instant a particular shameful act is performed. As Sedgwick 

points out, by sharing shame with others, the inter-personal connection that was severed in a 

shameful moment in one's past is rebuilt with other people. 

For LGBTQ communities, public performances of sex are especially powerful instances 

of inter-personal connection, and consequentially produce a sense of community through the 

sharing of shame. The same-sex desire that is embodied through the act of (homo)sex 

(re)presented in the theater gives public voice to the particular ‘shameful’ acts, thoughts, and 

feelings that are imposed upon LGTQ subjects by a hetero-normative hegemony. Within the 

space of the theater, LGBTQ subjects are encouraged to face that which makes us categorically 
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different from the (hetero)norm, that is our sexual practices, and find pleasure in it. And by 

facing ourselves in the public space of theater, we do not face it alone, but rather, we face it 

together, as a community. 

Following this logic, performances of sex (re)presented in the theater oppose the 

performative effects of coming out. The act of coming out is meant to declare difference. The 

declaration “I am gay” usually is spoken to mark a difference between an individual and the 

(hetero)norm and also that individual and their (usually) assumed heterosexual subjectivity that 

had been thought to define them up to the point of coming out. Within the theater, the witnessing 

of a performance of sex and the sharing of shame produced from that instance of performance 

marks an audience member similar to the other audience members present. (The sexual 

orientation of each individual audience members is not important – the act of witnessing a 

performance of public sex assumes that either an individual participates in such acts themselves, 

or are allies to those individuals who do participate in such acts). Performances of sex in the 

public forum of the theater create community through the sharing of shame amongst LGBTQ 

people and their allies. 

 

HOW TO DO IT: MULTIPLE METHODS 
 

My project will both employ performance analyses as well as textual analyses of My 

Queer Body and Bareback Into the Sunset. Because My Queer Body and Bareback Into the 

Sunset are embodied works of live performance, performance analyses provide effective methods 

and strategies for the examination of meanings produced by live bodies in real time. Gesture, 
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posture, movement, tone, inflection, and other corporeal affects such as breath and sweat are all 

sources of meaning when enacting performance analyses. Considering that the subject matter of 

my project is sexual practices, practices that require bodies in action, I necessarily consider these 

effects of the body through performance analyses. But because these artists are not currently 

performing these two pieces, I will rely on archival footage of their work for the performance 

analyses. 

Conversely, because sex is also never granted anything but simulated performance, I also 

rely on textual analyses of the works of Miller and Carpenter to consider the ways in which sex 

is represented through spoken text on stage. As I’ve mentioned above, techniques such as 

metaphor, simile, and synecdoche dominate depictions of sex on stage. How do these two artists 

use such techniques to stage gay sex? Examining these texts that both use such techniques and 

conventions in the course of their performance work will allow me to explore the ways in which 

sex is represented both through the body and through language. I therefore employ a dual 

approach when considering what meanings are produced through that act of representation of 

sexual practices: textual and performance analyses. 

 

FROM FOREPLAY, TO CLIMAX, AND POST-COITAL CODA 
 

Chapter One will specifically analyze Tim Miller’s My Queer Body. I will employ both a 

performance analysis, as well as a textual analysis of the text as published in Body Blows, a book 

compiled and edited by Tim Miller himself. I will also highlight how My Queer Body  is unique 

in terms of how and why it deals with public performance of gay sex. By combining both a 
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performance analysis and a textual analysis of My Queer Body, I will explore the ways sex is 

represented on stage through both language and embodiment, and what meanings such 

representations engender. Specifically, my analysis of My Queer Body examines the body of the 

performer as a liminal site that bridges the public and private realms, especially in the context of 

My Queer Body that explicitly explores issues of sexual activity and sexuality. 

Chapter Two moves on to consider Peter Carpenter’s Bareback Into the Sunset. Here 

again I employ both a performance analysis and textual analysis of the work. But unlike my 

exploration of Miller’s My Queer Body, I will examine the ways that ‘dance’ as a performance 

discipline draws our attention to the body as a text and site of meaning-making, granting it 

unique strategies when considering public performances of gay sex. But here again, I also 

consider how both linguistic and embodied representations of sex combine to produce meanings. 

I argue that Bareback Into the Sunset invites all subjectivities, not merely white gay men, to 

examine both the pleasures and the risks of sexual activity. I also argue that the role of sex as a 

public matter, by being stigmatized in the mass consciousness, harms and limits our sexual 

health and freedoms. 

Overall, my thesis aims to examine public performance of gay sex to interrogate and 

complicate the relationship between the shame and public performances of sex while also 

challenging dominant cultural attitudes towards sex and sexual practices. Both My Queer Body 

and Bareback Into the Sunset provide examples in which narratives of sex blur the line between 

the private and public and are enacted within the public space of the theater to produce affective 

responses of shame in their audiences. By employing both performance and textual analyses of 

these works, I am able to examine how gay sex is represented in the public space of the theater 
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through literary conventions, as well as embodied practices. Though I do not intend to promote a 

laissez faire attitude to sexual practices and performances of sex in the public sphere, I do argue 

that the hegemonic belief system that considers sex and sexual practices as necessarily private, 

and that the affect of shame produced through public performances of sex considered as negative 

and needed to be avoided at all costs, should be challenged in order to promote sex-positive 

attitudes and values. 
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Chapter 1:  Public Body, Sexual Body – An Analysis of My Queer Body   

 

L Style G Style is devoid of sex and sexuality. Surprisingly, in an age when sex sells, 

there are no people displayed on the glossy white pages of the magazine in sexually suggestive 

situations or positions, nor are there half-naked 'sexy' bodies in the magazine either. The ad for a 

local chocolatier does include two men and two women each in an embrace, but an embrace that 

could be shared by siblings or good friends, not an embrace that is shared by two people who 

could potentially be fucking. Even the section that includes work out tips lacks a sexy fit sweaty 

man and showing off his muscular fit body. Nor are there sexually suggestive bodies of bears, 

leather daddies, twinks, or the myriad of other gay sex subcultural identities. The magazine also 

lacks any article that discusses sex. Even the relationship advice column makes no mention of 

fucking. The whole magazine seems to reflect the theme of the last advertisement in the G Style 

section; an ad for the HRC Gala whose theme this year was 'Love.' For L Style G Style, the gay 

and lesbian 'lifestyle' they aim to represent is one in which sex is hidden and the inane, 

inoffensive, benign presence of love, a love that mirrors that which exists in hetero-sexual 

couplings, is enough to define gay and lesbian life. It's as if they want to ignore the fact that the 

gay community and gay activism, beginning with the Stonewall Riots, is about the right to not 

just love who you want to love, but to fuck who you  want to fuck. In order to maintain their 

homo-normative assimilationist agenda, L Style G Style has to erase the sexual or sexualized 

body to achieve hegemonically acceptable standards of decency. Although it is arguably the most 

popular and influential gay publication in the Austin gay community, L Style G Style fails to 

mention two important foundational topics of gay male culture: sex and the body. How can L 

Style G Style accurately provide insight into the lives of gay men if they ignore the bodies and 
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sexual practices of gay men? The work of Tim Miller, which derives its power and impact from 

the public display of a gay male body, directly contrasts the political shortcomings of L Style G 

Style, and challenges the exact hetero-normative hegemony that L Style G Style is aggressively 

investing in appropriating in the name of assimilation to the mainstream. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY OF WORK 
 

My Queer Body begins with a entrance from the rear. Or to use the language of the 

theater, the performance begins with Tim Miller entering from the back of the house. The stage 

is bare except for a bowl of water, a piece of lava, and a 'surprise' wrapped in red cloth (Miller 

85).  Throughout the performance, Miller moves freely, taking up both much of the performance 

space, as well as much of the space of the audience, as he energetically speaks and moves. His 

movement is not quotidian or executed in the vein of realism, but is theatrical, campy, and 

motivated by the sheer energy of the intense forward moving momentum of his performance. 

After his 'rear' entrance, he then calls on his audience to summon their bodies into the space by 

grabbing their appendages and encouraging them to yell out the names of body parts (even their 

private parts). Then, after narrating the experience of his 'queer' conception, Miller launches into 

telling the audience the story of “the only date he went on with a boy from high school” that ends 

in a car accident that leads to him sharing his adolescent bed with his high school boy crush. 

Miller's first intimate male-flesh on male-flesh sexual experience leads him to be “conceived 

once again” (100). This moment of innocence is then juxtaposed as Miller, by throwing his own 

body up against a wall in the theater, speaks of the violence of homophobia that he has 

experienced and witnessed either through his work as an activist, or just as living as an openly 
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gay man in the United States at the end of the twentieth century. Naked, Miller then, being lead 

by the Bear from the State Flag of California, recounts the metaphorical Christ-like experience of 

crossing the Mojave Desert to a Volcano (manifest in the piece of lava) which functions as a 

dark place that incites the terrible memories of losing loved ones during the height of the AIDS 

epidemic in America, alongside more of the homophobic violence he has experienced over the 

course of his lifetime. He then traverses through the audience, naked, in an attempt to make the 

already intimate performance even more intimate by sitting on an audience member's lap. 

Following this section, making the materiality of both his presence and his audience's presence 

known, he questions why he is living after having watched many of his friends, men just like 

him, die from AIDS. By drawing attention to the materiality of his body itself, Miller then 

launches into a section in which he attempts to get his penis erect in order to  claim that sexual 

arousal affirms that one is indeed alive. Though unsuccessful in getting his penis erect, Miller 

affirms himself and his life by acting out a utopian fantasy in which he has become the nation's 

Poet Laureate (appointed by America's first black lesbian President), and he is charged with the 

duty of broadcasting a performance of male-male sex to show the nation how “fabulous it is 

when two men have sex together” (112). As he enacts this performance for his audience, with 

Ravel's Bolero underscoring the gradual intense energetic climb to climax, Miller orgasms and 

announces that he is not “ashamed of nakedness” and will not “be cast out of Paradise by Jesse 

Helms” before the final blackout (121). 

In his work, Tim Miller brings the body out of the closet. Much like how homosexuality 

is considered a private, hidden desire until it is made public by the act of ‘coming out’, Miller 

highlights the private, hidden terrain of the body and both literally and figuratively exposes 

himself and his body in the public sphere of the theater. Not only does he expose his own 
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thoughts, body, and personal history, but he invades the kinaesthetic sphere of his audience as 

well. By encroaching on the personal space of his audience members, he reveals to them how 

concepts of public/private shape and influence our self-understanding within the context of the 

theater. Furthermore, Miller highlights how the concepts of public and private determine how we 

behave, move, and interact in the public sphere. 

In the chapter titled in “Public and Private” in his book Public and Counterpublics, 

Michael Warner draws upon the example of Diogenes masturbating in public to draw our 

attention to the moral dimensions of public and private spaces. In the following chapter I look 

upon Tim Miller and his work in the theater as a modern Diogenes. Miller’s work brings into the 

public sphere that which is conventionally relegated to the private sphere. Specifically, Miller’s 

work is an example of what Warner describes as a “Counterpublic of sex and gender” (62). 

Warner claims that “Counterpublics of sex and gender are teaching us to recognize in newer and 

deeper ways how privacy is publicly constructed” (62). Miller's work is exemplary of a 

“counterpublic of sex and gender” because, as Warner highlights for us, “in a counterpublic 

setting, such display often has the aim of transformation. Styles of embodiment are learned and 

cultivated, and the affects of shame and disgust that surround them can be tested, in some ways 

revalued” (62). The theater, and Miller's work in particular, which is invested in  “display” and 

“styles of embodiment,” is ideal for pursuing Warner’s political project of revaluing certain 

social and political systems, specifically shame. Miller’s work, through unabashedly exposing 

his own body, reorients the site of shame from that of the gay male body to that of the hetero-

normative audience member. Miller openly exposes himself in such a way that he doesn’t end up 

feeling uncomfortable but his audience does. For Warner, and as evident in the work of Miller 

which I will illustrate below, “[a counterpublic of sex and gender] can mediate the most private 
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and intimate meanings of gender and sexuality. It can work to elaborate new worlds of culture 

and social relations in which gender and sexuality can be lived, including forms of intimate 

association, vocabularies of affect, styles of embodiment, erotic practices, and relations of care 

and pedagogy” (57). In other words, using the theory of the counterpublic as outlined by Warner, 

I argue that Miller “test[s] and revalue[s]” shame to resituate it in a positive light as a point of 

political resistance to hetero-normative hegemony. 

The premise of Miller’s work demands an assumption that he has a private life that he 

publicly offers to a community of people gathered together in the theater, which is counter to the 

social and political circumstances of his life as gay man4. Here again Warner highlights the limits 

of public and private as conventionally understood in contemporary culture. Warner asserts that 

“embodied life is assumed to be private, local, or merely affective and expressive” (51). Miller 

was denied access to a public institution to which he had the right to access when the public 

funding he was awarded through the National Endowment for the Arts was challenged because 

his artistic work deals explicitly with gay male sexuality,  Miller as a gay male is denied any 

possibility of a private life considering that he has been inspired to fight for equal marriage rights 

in order to be with his husband who, because he is an Australian national, is denied immigration 

to the United States on the basis of being Miller’s partner. For gay men, as Warner argues “it is 

not true, as common wisdom would have it, that homosexuals live private lives without a secure 

public identity. They have neither privacy nor publicness, in these normative senses of the 

terms” (53). The theater, as Miller and his work draws our attention to, is a place where Miller 

can construct the fiction that he does indeed have a private life that he is sharing with us in a 

public space. 
                                                
4Eve Kosofsky Segwick outlines how LGBTQ individuals are both condemned for declaring their sexual 

preferences in public as well as forced to do so in her book Epistemology of the Closet. 
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Warner also supplies a productive theoretical foundation in how he teases apart many of 

the complex meanings associated with public and private that is evident in the work of Miller. 

Warner's theoretical musings on public and private in conversation with Miller's work in the 

theater reveal how hegemonic understandings of private and public are available to hetero-

normative subjects and not for sexual dissidents and deviants. For the purposes of our discussion 

of Miller's work, I will concentrate on the following dimensions of the public and the private as 

elucidated by Warner: public as impersonal vs. private as personal, and public as “in physical 

view of others” vs. private as “concealed” (29). Corollary to these dichotomies, Warner also 

mentions that the concept of  the private can be “related to the individual, especially inwardness, 

subjective experience, and the incommunicable” and/or “genital or sexual” (30). These 

guidelines, that don’t limit but help expand and explain the complex concepts of public and 

private, will guide our following discussion.  Furthermore, Warner’s assertion that “Some bodily 

sensations – of pleasure and pain, shame and display, appetite and purgation – come to be felt, in 

the same way, as privacy” also aid us in examining the role of pleasure as presented in Miller’s 

work. 

The following chapter is a discussion of the body as a mobile liminal site that is separated 

into private parts and public access. In other words, my analysis of Miller’s work My Queer 

Body highlights the operations of power that demand we keep some parts of our body and 

ourselves private, while letting others be public. In this chapter, I argue that the theater is a space 

that exposes the body as the liminal site where the privacy of psychology or sexuality (what 

Warner labels as “inwardness”) or physical materiality (here I am referring to the privacy that is 

exposed through public nudity) of a character or performer is offered for public consumption. 

Furthermore, I aim to discuss how Miller’s work provides an example that uses the body to 
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create a counterpublic discourse that challenges the divisions between public and private, 

especially in relation to how these categories control, police, and determine the lives of gay men. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY OF ONE 
 

Miller begins My Queer Body by drawing the audience’s attention to his body and the 

space in which he is performing. Miller enters the stage space from the back of the house and 

declares “This is my entrance. It’s sort of a rear entry tonight” (85). Here, Miller collapses the 

space of the theater and the site of the body onto one another. He challenges the private/public 

divide of the space of the theater, that invisible boundary that separates the ‘public’ space of the 

performer, from that of the ‘private’ space of the audience5. By invading the ‘private’ space of 

the audience, Miller already situates his work as complicating that dichotomy. He also 

simultaneously challenges the boundary between private and public that is superimposed upon 

his own body. With a tongue in cheek (pun intended) sexual innuendo, Miller suggests anal 

intercourse (‘rear entry’), and subsequently marks both a private part (his rear end) and private 

activity (sexual intercourse). By doing so, Miller thrusts the private, in this case the privacy of 

his 'rear', into the public space of the theater. Here, Miller challenges “the official public sphere” 

which “involves making sex private” (Berlant and Warner  193). Despite how his performance 

begins by marking privacy, the space of performance is maintained as public, in the sense that, 

following Warner's description of public, it is comprised as a relation amongst strangers (74). 

                                                
5Here I am defining the playing space of the theater as public in the sense that the playing space is a site that 

demands an audience's focus and attention. The audience is offered visual and auditory access to the playing 
space, thus making it public. The fact that in most conventional theater practice, the house, the space where the 
audience sits, is left in the dark, intends to keep the audience's attention on the lit playing space, and away from 
one another. The space of the audience then is private, in the sense that the conventions of the theater intend to 
restrict access and interaction within that space. 
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Furthermore, by collapsing the terrain of his body and the geography of the space of 

performance, he suggests similarities between the two, and how private and public attempt to 

both control space and bodies. 

Merging geographies of space on to his body appears later, and much more explicitly in 

My Queer Body when he recites poetry that declares “”My skin is a map./A map of my world. 

My secret world” (100). This poetic claim highlights how the body is a public space, in the sense 

that the body is an entity that can be viewed by strangers when visible in any public space. 

Miller’s skin is determined to be a public space because it requires a map – we don’t map that 

which is private. Why would we? The purpose of a map is to help those foreign to it to navigate 

their way through a particular terrain. He describes this map as being one of “seas,” 

“peninsulas”, “coastlines,” “mountains,” “whole continents” (100). These geographical features, 

in their size and form, avoid being contained as ‘private’ space. Such features, as he lists them in 

this poem, suggest exploration rather than conquering, especially evident when he tells us “X 

marks the spot” (101). He depicts his body as an open space that large publics have access to. 

Miller simultaneously suggests that his map of skin charts his “secret world” (99). Miller 

states “I travel with this map over my skin./I go on journeys. Find new coastlines. Hidden 

borders” (100). Here, Miller exposes the body as a site that is also private and personal. A map, 

as a tool, is meant to help a foreign person chart their way through foreign territory. But Miller’s 

map also is a map of his “secret world.” That is to say, his map also reveals private desires and 

histories. Miller explains that his map “tells [us] where I’ve been. And how to get to where I 

come from” (100). Throughout the piece, Miller offers his body as a site that both moves through 
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space, and is a space that can be traversed through in order to access a private realm. For Miller, 

the body is both public, and private. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY OF MANY 
 

Through embodied theatrical practice Miler also challenges the audience and their 

relation to their body. In My Queer Body, Miller does not want his audience to engage with his 

performance employing only eyes, ears, and minds, but rather, Miller wants his audience to feel 

their bodies in space and, by doing so, make them aware of their bodies as sites that bridge the 

divide between the public and the private. In My Queer Body, Miller claims that he “need[s] to 

gather a few things” (85), and proceeds to “grab [...] an unsuspecting audience member’s 

fingers. And whatever else strikes his fancy during this section” (85). Miller proceeds to grab 

audience member’s appendages declaring that he has “summoned” them to the space of theater. 

By touching the audience members’ body parts, Miller draws the attention of the audience to 

their own bodies. Miller invades the kinesthetic sphere, or in other words the personal space, of 

an audience member, a space that is conventionally treated as private in opposition to the public 

space of the performer of the stage, to transgress the divide between private and public that is 

assumed to determined bodies as they exist in public space. By doing so, Miller illustrates the 

assumption that in public, we conventionally believe that the surfaces accessible through seeing 

bodies are public domain, but the surfaces accessible through touch are private and beyond the 

reach of strangers. Here we see Miller engage with Warner's division of the public which is 

“open to everyone” through sight and that which is private because it is “restricted to some” (29). 

By effectively eliminating the private space his audience assumed they could lay claim to by 
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erasing the conventional division between public and private, Miller encourages his audience to 

feel empathy for those who are not granted the rights to privacy. Miller begins My Queer Body 

by doing to the audience what state policy has done to LGBTQ subjects: eliminated the division 

between public and private in their lives.   

Miller doesn’t just stop there. Miller asks his audience to speak, thereby, not just 

allowing his audience to be passive bodies, but demanding that they perform as well. Miller asks 

that his audience “call out some favorite places on your body, or on someone else's body, and 

while you do this I will spontaneously improvise a dynamic postmodern dance” (86). The 

audience does what Miller has just done: As they call out body parts, Miller’s body moves in a 

type of “modern dance,” thereby summoning Miller’s body like he had summoned theirs (86). 

The audience becomes a performer, which in turn, necessarily makes them aware of their own 

bodies on display. 

Miller is not content with just summoning the body that can be visible through clothing, 

like arms, legs, hands, and feet. Miller demands that his audience name and summon the 

“naughty stuff” as well (86). He asks the audience to “work below the belt for a bit”, and 

encourages them to call out such body parts as “Dicks!!! Pussies!!! Butthole!!!” (86). Here 

again, Miller bridges the division between the public body, that which is “in physical view of 

others” in public space and the private “concealed” body in public space (Warner, 29). By 

mentioning such private parts, immediately after asking an audience member to summon their 

public appendages, Miller summons his own, as well as his audience’s, private parts into the 

public space of the theater. 
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After summoning both the public body (the hands, fingers, head, and feet) as well as the 

private body (dicks, pussies, buttholes) he declares that “We have summoned the body. The body 

is here!” (86). The body that Miller declares has arrived is threefold: first he has summoned his 

own body through his “postmodern dance” to the music of randomly shouted out body parts; 

second he has summoned the body of each individual audience member; and third, he has 

summoned the body, both literally and figuratively, of the audience as a public. Through 

audience participation, Miller eliminates the conventional separation between audience 

members, while simultaneously erasing the established conventional demand that the audience 

stare straight ahead and be silent. By entering through the audience, the audience members 

necessarily would have to turn their heads to see Miller, and look past other audience members.  

Miller notes in the script of My Queer Body that his body is to be lit by a spotlight, a spotlight 

that would unavoidably light the audience members in his immediate area, thereby, literally 

illuminating the presence of other audience members. By having them shout out body parts 

(including the naughty stuff), Miller incorporates the audience and their ‘voice’ into the 

performance on display in front of other audience members. In the opening of My Queer Body, 

Miller summons the audience as a body, as a public, a community, that is not idle or passive, but 

is present and active, with a ‘voice.’ 

Only after Miller has “summoned the body” and declared it present, does Miller step on 

stage (86). This subtle detail listed in the script for My Queer Body highlights Miller’s belief that 

theater is necessarily an embodied practice, not just for the performer, but for the audience as 

well. The reciprocity and equality of Miller’s theatrical practice does not place the queer body as 

that which must necessarily confess its privacy in the public sphere3, but demands that the 

division between public and private of the audience is acknowledged and potentially challenged. 
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In other words, Miller will only put his body and his voice on display if the audience is willing to 

summon their bodies and use their voices as well. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY REMEMBERED 
 

In My Queer Body, Miller narrates his personal history in an effort not just to recollect 

details of his past and order them into an intelligible narrative, but to literally re-member his 

body. In one of the first anecdotes Miller narrates, he tells us of holding hands in a dark movie 

theater watching Romeo and Juliet with one of his first adolescent crushes, Robert. This story 

moves from watching the movie, to getting into a car accident. Because Miller’s car has just been 

rendered out of commission in the accident, Miller convinces his father that Robert lives too far 

away, and suggests (with an obvious ulterior motive) to invite Robert to stay the night. At this 

‘sleep over,’ Miller shares his bed with a lover for the first time and declares that he “was 

conceived again” (100). By telling us an intimate story about one of his first sexual experiences, 

Miller re-members his body, in such a way that he brings his body (back) to life and is 

“conceived again.” The moment in which Miller shares his bed naked with Robert echoes a 

moment he has narrated earlier when he states that “I would come home from church and take 

off all my clothes, the suit the tie and the tight shoes, and put my naked little boy’s body between 

the polyester sheets. Loving the feelings on my skin. Making them mine. Reclaiming my body 

from church and state. I remember. I remember” (95). By sleeping with another man, at a time in 

history when such activities were punished by the church and state in one way or another, Miller, 

like he tells us he did after church, reclaims his body from the church and state, and is born 

again. (Here Miller, maybe ironically, queers the common understanding of being ‘born again’, 
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as in finding God and Jesus, which he clearly was invested in avoiding.) Though he already in 

fact existed (he was not literally born again), he re-members himself, he brings his body back in 

congruity with his psycho-sexual desires. 

Much of Miller’s work in My Queer Body locates the violence of homophobia on the 

body itself, and by doing so, intends to both reclaim the body from that violence, and re-member 

the queer body as a victim of such violence. By doing so, Miller locates the public violence of 

homophobia, public in the way that the violence is either directly produced by clashes with 

police, or indirectly through the policies of the right-wing conservative political agendas, on the 

private, or in this case the personal, terrain of the body. Immediately following the poem that 

marks Miller’s “skin as a map,” Miller throws himself up against a wall in the theater, telling the 

audience of instances in which police officers either metaphorically or actually enacted violence 

upon him or upon queer men in his immediate vicinity. After narrating this violence, Miller goes 

into the space of the audience once again and, while touching corresponding body parts, locates 

the violence of these homophobic acts upon the bodies of the audience. While touching the 

audience members he says “Your fingers were smashed by a horse’s hoof when hundreds of 

LAPD cops on horseback trampled through us hurting a lot of people. Your beautiful arm was 

struck with a cop’s nightstick” and “Your wrists swelled real bad from the tightness of the hand-

cuffs after you were arrested and were kept in the basement of the parking structure at the 

Century Plaza Hotel,” and “Your beautiful ass got dragged along the pavement” (102). By 

touching the audience’s bodies as he recites theses instances of violence, Miller invades their 

personal (private) space, space that as a performer he conventionally has restricted access to 

(Warner 29). If the audience, as conventionally an unmarked identity in the power position of the 

spectator, is considered white, male, and heterosexual, as is assumed by the hegemony of white 
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male patriarchy, then, Miller locates the violence of homophobia and marks them by invading 

their private space by touching their bodies. In effect, Miller reconfigures his audience as queer 

in the sense their bodies are now the sites of homophobic violence as well. In his stage direction, 

Miller literally declares that by touching the audience he is “marking the audience” (102). By 

“marking the audience” as such, Miller challenges the white male heterosexual privileged access 

to privacy and safety from homophobic violence, and forces the conventionally unmarked entity 

of the audience and implicates them in the violence done upon queer bodies in the United States. 

Following this section, Miller exposes his own body, sheds his clothing, and gets naked 

on stage. Warner’s contention that “Clothing is a language of publicity, folding the body in what 

is felt as the body’s own privacy” will helps us analyze this instance of nudity included in 

Miller’s work (23). While naked onstage, Miller continues to locate the violence of homophobia 

on the private terrain of his body. The private terrain of the body is especially intimate this time, 

as he is naked. Miller, while naked, tells the audience 

Blood pours from here and here where my first major lover David was stabbed 
nine times with an icepick in front of a gay bar in Garden Grove. QUEER! 
QUEER! 

Blood pours from here and here where my boyfriend Doug was bashed and 
almost killed with the two-by-four and the blood pours over our breakfast 
linoleum. FAG! FAG! 

Blood pours from here and here where the catheters pierced my friends’ sides so 
the medicine could go into their bodies. AIDS! AIDS! (106). 

 

Miller locates the violence of homophobia (and HIV/AIDS in the text quoted above) enacted on 

other queer bodies on his own queer body. Though the violence enacted upon the bodies of his 

lovers and friends literally invades and penetrates the private terrain of their bodies, Miller 
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locates it on his body as well. In this sense, Miller suggests that the violence of homophobia not 

only causes personal pain and injury by narrating specific injuries inflicted on individual gay 

men, is harmful to the larger queer public. When any individual is a victim of homophobic 

violence, not only is that individual attacked, but the LGBTQ community as a whole is subjected 

to that same violence and oppression. Miller further complicates the nature of homophobic 

violence by speaking of intimate relationships he had maintained with friends and lovers. For 

Miller, the violence of homophobia, as it is located on the body, has public and private 

ramifications: first upon the bodies who directly suffer from the violence, secondly, from the 

larger queer public who suffers from homophobic violence whenever it is perpetuated on any 

queer body, and thirdly, upon those that are close to those who suffer, because they have to be 

the painful witnesses to such injustice. 

The act of re-membering continues to haunt Miller’s work. Immediately after Miller 

locates where the blood pours from on those that suffer from homophobic violence by using his 

own naked body to illustrate, Miller illustrates how queer bodies are “broken” through 

homophobia. Miller says: 

Broken here where Reagan and Bush smiled their do-nothing holocaust grins 
while my friends died. 

Broken here and here where my own embarrassment twisted my spine and threw 
me off-center with the feeling I’m no fucking good. 

Broken here and here why is it… when I am about to kiss a boy I have been 
flirting with on Santa Monica Boulevard do I have to imagine an unkind god 
above me is going to throw a rock at me and smash my head. 

Broken here and here dick and balls smashed off by the hammer of Helms and 
Buchanan and Sheldon and Wildmon. 

Broken here and here (106). 
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By locating the violence of homophobia in both the public and the private spheres, both upon his 

own body, and the body of his audience, Miller's work attempts to fight back against the 

homophobic forces. Miller, again, cites the act of ‘breaking’ the queer body as both public and 

personal. Miller draws the audience’s attention to the violence as enacted through public figures, 

such as Reagan, Bush, Helms, Buchanan, Sheldon, and Wildmon, and their public policy (or lack 

thereof). Miller also locates the violence within the intimate sphere of his own life when he 

mentions both the private moment of a kiss (even within a public space, a kiss has a sense of 

privacy to it) and his own feelings of ‘embarrassment’ and lack of self-esteem. Miller attempts to 

put the ‘broken’ queer body, both his own and those in the larger queer public, back together 

through performance6. And by doing so, with his own fit, healthy body present, Miller suggests 

that despite the homophobic violence enacted on queer bodies and the LGBTQ community for so 

many decades, LGBTQ individuals and the community they belong to remain strong and 

resilient. And so, though these homophobic forces ‘break’ the bodies of queer people, Miller 

attempts to re-member them through storytelling, which functions as an act of remembrance. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY EXPOSED 
 

To combat homophobia and the fear of the queer body, Miller exposes his queer body to 

his audience. Miller is a charming and welcoming figure: the opening of My Queer Body is 

                                                

6 Miller does encounter limitations when using his own body as a surrogate for the larger LGBTQ community. We 
must not forget that Miller's body as male, seemingly healthy, young, and white, fails to represent LGBTQ people of 
color, LGBTQ seniors, lesbians, people with HIV/AIDS, and LGBTQ disabled  people. That being said, the 
hegemonic unmarked-ness of his white body allows him the privilege of standing in for the 'universal' LGBTQ 
subject. 
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literally a direct invitation inviting his audience to be present in the theater. And by beginning the 

narrative of the show with the call to “Let's start at the beginning” Miller explicitly 

acknowledges, in a generous fashion, that both he and the audience make the the 'us' that is 

present at his act of performance. And so when he presents his naked queer body to his audience, 

he has been disarmed from being considered a threat or nuisance. Doing so within the space of 

theater allows Miller to transgress, without breaking laws. Though the theater is a public space, 

Miller is able to reveal his private queer body, in an effort to defuse any fear or threat that is 

normally associated with the queer body. 

It is important to note that Miller wrote My Queer Body just after the height of the AIDS 

epidemic in America. The queer body, as shown on the news and in popular culture was the site 

of the AIDS virus and was thought of as a threat to the straight (white) population. By exposing 

his naked body in public, and in direct view of a witnessing public, Miller is resisting the 

mainstream images that superimposed HIV/AIDS on the queer male body which suggest that 

such bodies are a threat to the common good. 

Miller goes even further than just to expose his body in public, but he parades it through 

the audience, and invades the audience’s personal and private space. Miller does so in order to 

take his queer body out of the realm of spectacle, which often circumscribes theatrical space, but 

to place his body as one alongside and equal to the bodies of his audience members. While 

walking amongst his audience, Miller tells them that they “become even more tangible when I 

walk in the aisle. I’m here with you and you and you. I see you” (107). The words Miller speaks 

also refer to the experience of the audience. By Miller walking amongst them naked, the 

audience sees him become more “tangible” and less than a site of theatrical representation. The 
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audience understands that Miller is not ‘there’ onstage, but he is, through performance, “here” 

with the “you and you and you” that make up the audience (107). By acknowledging that they 

are “here” in the theater, they become present in space with the other ‘you’s’ that make up the 

audience. By walking naked amongst the audience, the audience understands that they occupy 

the same space (the “here”) amongst a group (the plural and repeated “you”). The divide between 

the public space where the performer performs the performance is collapsed into the private 

space where the audience witnesses the performance in the dark without needing to be aware of 

themselves. 

Miller collapses the boundary even further. Miller touches the body his audience 

members. As Miller traverses through his audience, the stage directions written in the published 

script suggest that he “touches someone’s hair” (107). Again, performing a queer body 

contacting another body in public space illustrates the benign nature of the queer body and the 

fallacy of danger that has been constructed by the mainstream media. Miller pushes this point 

even further when he “sits naked on someone’s lap” (107). Though Miller does suggest that “this 

is the most nervous part of the performance”, the “nervous” quality does not come from the 

danger of the queer body, but rather is a product of the intimacy that is being established. Miller 

goes on: “Here, feel my heart. I see my face reflected in your eyes. I am here with you” (107). 

Miller draws his audience’s attention to the emotional quality of intimate contact between two 

bodies, not the danger of a queer body contacting another. He asks the person whose lap he is 

sitting on to “feel his heart”, evoking an emotional connection, rather than a sexual one (107). He 

goes to claim that he can see his “face reflected in [their] eyes” (107). Again, this language 

evokes an intimate connection that is not merely physical, but something deeper. When Miller 

declares that he is “here with you”, he highlights the fact that by sitting in their lap, he is literally 
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in the same place, the “here,” as his audience member. The simple declaration Miller makes of “I 

am here with you” works on multiple levels: He occupies the same emotional and spatial 

location as his audience members, not just the audience member he is sitting on, but by sharing 

the same experience through theatrical performance in the theater itself, Miller is literally in the 

same space as his entire audience. 

The threat of the queer body connecting with another is not lethal, merely sartorial (how 

Gay!). Miller does confess that after sitting on an audience member’s lap he’ll “probably get 

[their] pants wet] (107). The only thing that Miller marks that can be 'harmed' in the course of 

this intimate connection is the clothing of the person whose lap he is sitting on. The intimacy that 

Miller performs here is both emotional (he has connected to his audience member by looking 

them in the eye), as well as physical (he is sitting in their lap), as well as spatial (they both 

occupy the same “here”), which dismisses, through a kind of theatrical experiment, that the queer 

body, and intimacy with a queer body, is a dangerous act. 

Yet, despite his effort to connect intimately with an audience member, Miller confesses 

that he is still alone. Miller tells his audience member to “feel [his] heart” before declaring that 

he still “feels alone” (108). Throughout his performance, Miller finds way to complicate and 

challenge the division between private and public, but here he highlights how the body, and our 

concept of interiority (or to use the language of Michael Warner, “inwardness”) and exteriority, 

maintain that there is a space within that can’t be infiltrated by any public. For Miller, this space 

is emotional and possibly spiritual. Miller claims that no matter what strategies he enacts, he is 

unable to both save those that he loves from dying from AIDS, and that his sorrow at such 

devastating losses can’t be understood or shared by a larger public, no matter how many stories 
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he tells. Miller confesses that “I could tell you another sweet or scary story like I’ve tried to do 

tonight. But whatever I did… it would be a lot wetter and messier and more human and 

complicated than when I stand up there naked in the red theatrical light and pretend I’m going 

into a volcano” (108). Though he tells us he could go on, he does not continue on this trajectory, 

because he realizes that the losses he suffers from watching his friends and loved ones die of 

HIV/AIDS can’t be rectified by challenging the boundary between public and private. 

 

A SEXY PUBLIC BODY 
 

Not only does Miller complicate the division between private and public by exposing his 

naked body in the public space of the theater, but Miller also sexualizes his naked body. After 

standing naked in front of the audience after walking naked amongst them and locating the 

violence of homophobia on his exposed flesh, Miller notices his “forlorn” penis and demands 

that it becomes erect (109). He prompts his dick to become erect by speaking to it: “Psst. Hey 

you. You missed your cue. You know you were supposed to get hard after the psycho sexual 

empowerment litany” (110). Here, Miller suggests that his dick is also a public performer by 

insisting that it (or should I say he?) missed his cue. Miller again bridges the division between 

public and private by marking his sexed body, his penis, as a public performer. 

But for Miller, naming his penis as a public performer goes beyond just complicating the 

division between private and public; Miller also infuses his publicly performing penis with 

political agency. Miller goes on to plead with his penis and demand that it 

get hard because I am a queer and it is good and I am good and I don’t just mean 
in bed. 
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get hard because it is time to make a move. To transubstantiate. A little alchemy 
please. Let’s turn that rock into gold. The water into wine. The pain into change. 
The bus is arriving. The alarm is going off. Because I only know one thing. This 
is my body! And these are all our times (111). 

 

By performing in the theater, Miller’s penis publicly situates his body as a sexual body, a 

body that feels sexual excitement evident through his (absent) hard on. Miller marks his 

body as a sexual body in an effort to turn the “pain into change” and transform the queer 

sexualized body from a site of stigma and violence, and into something that is “good” 

(111). Miller not only pushes the need for queer visibility beyond the effort to locate 

queer individuals in both the public media and the corners of everyone’s quotidian life, 

but Miller offers public access to queer sex, queer sexuality, and the queer sexual body, 

in a context that renders those things harmless and not necessarily a site of violence and 

stigma. 

The act of sexualizing the body in public is not just located on Miller and his 

body, but Miller suggests that audience can stimulate their erotic bodies through arousing 

thoughts and images as well. Miller tells his audience that he'll “suggest some stimulating 

and arousing imagery and then [my penis] will get hard and we can leave the volcano. 

You [the audience] can do this now in your seats or later in the comfort of your home” 

(110). Once again, by showing that his performing body functions in the same ways as 

the audience’s spectating bodies, Miller suggests the queer body should not be stigmatize 

or be the subject of homophobia because of sex and sexuality. 

After summoning his body as well as the bodies of his audience members, and by 

sexualizing both his own body and the body of his audience members, Miller exposes the 
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division between audience and performer, between bodies as public entities visible in 

public space and bodies as private vessels of desire, and between private and public. 

Miller attempts to resist the stigmatization and violence imposed on queer bodies by 

building coalitions between himself as a gay man and an audience unmarked by a 

unifying identity category through challenging the public/private divide. 

 

A PUBLIC BODY RESISTING 
 

In complicating the division between private and public, Miller resists the 

violence done to queer bodies by situating his queer body, and the image of the queer 

body, as one that exists in proximity to other non-queer bodies. Miller imagines a utopian 

world in the future where the President of the United States of America (who is a black 

lesbian) has commissioned Miller, as “performance art laureate of the nation” , to “create 

a work that will, via global satellite TV hookup, explain to the planet how fabulous it is 

when two men have sex together” (112). In his piece of televised performance art, Miller 

once again describes the act of gay male sex in terms of being a public act. In his 

performance work as the performance art laureate of the nation, Miller subversively 

positions himself as a representative of the dominant, nationally validated, public. Here 

again, Miller challenges the “the official public” that “involves making sex private” 

(Warner 193). Not only does he do this through labeling himself as the performance art 

laureate of the nation in his fantasy, but, in his performance of his fantasy he enacts it for 

his audience in My Queer Body. Miller once again demands that his audience participate 

by calling out “Everybody take a breath…/ LET ME HEAR YA SAY YEAH/ PUT IT 
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IN!” (118) in the moment in which he is describing the moment between two men 

fingering each other’s buttholes, Miller suggests that the dominant public, both within his 

fantasy audience as well as the within his audience for My Queer Body, have or can 

understand queer desire(s), thereby building a coalition between queer subjects and non-

queer subjects in an effort to both re-member the queer body and to save it from 

stigmatization and violence. 

In his performance art piece as performance art laureate of the nation, Miller 

performatively enacts his own queer world making utopian project that Warner speaks of. 

The text of his performance art piece within his solo performance echoes the text of 

Michael Warner when he describes the potential political effects of a counter public: 

Miller claims that while engaging in the act of gay male sexual intercourse “We’re in a 

universe of our own making” (112). The “We” in this statement works on multiple levels: 

1) The “We” is comprised of Miller and the man he is engaging in sexual activity with 

within his performance art piece and 2) The “We” is comprised of Miller and his 

audience, who, by witnessing a performance of public sex within Miller’s performance 

art piece are challenging the norms of sex and sexuality, public and private. Both the 

public performance of sex within Miller’s fantasy that claims to represent nationally (and 

therefore socially) accepted sexual activity, and the public performance of sex in My 

Queer Body which demands that the audience position them as having or understanding 

queer desire, act as the activity of a queer counterpublic as both performances have “the 

aim of transformation” and “the affects of shame and disgust that surround them can be 

tested, in some ways revalued” (Warner 62). 
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Both Miller’s performance of My Queer Body, and the performance art piece 

Miller presents as performance art laureate of the nation climax at the moment when 

Miller and his sexual partner within the performance art piece reach orgasm. As Miller is 

“fucking and being fucked”, he tells his audience “I am with you now. And with my 

friends and lovers who are dead from AIDS. And with all the queers who got burned up 

in the concentration camps. With all the dykes and homos bashed on the streets of our 

fucked-up country. And for the little fag within me who cried so much as a kid and never 

does now. Not anymore” (121). By superimposing a declaration of unity across time and 

space in the midst of performing a piece that presents gay male sexual activity, Miller 

aligns public performances of sex with political resistance, and the possibility for 

transformation. We hear Miller's own words “turn pain into change” echoed here in the 

last section. By performing sex in public, both through his performance art piece and in 

My Queer Body, Miller is “with” all other queers who have been subjected to the violence 

of homophobia. By breaking down the division of public and private that aims to relegate 

sexual activity to the private sphere, and by publicly representing gay male sexual 

activity in the public sphere considering that gay men are denied access to privacy, Miller 

resists homophobic violence and stigmatization and claims a place upon the public 

landscape of America. Miller goes on to declare that “I am not ashamed of nakedness and 

I will not be cast out of Paradise by Jesse Helms or some fucking hunky archangel with a 

flaming sword in front of some garden” (121). Miller and his work highlight that the 

theater is a space that encourages and demand that the private be made public. Through 

theatrical performance, Miller is afforded the space to (re)present activity relegated to the 
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private sphere in a public forum, and to transform the values and norms that haunt such 

activity by building a coalition with a public, his audience, in real time and space. 
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Chapter Two:  Sex Beyond Privacy – An Analysis of Bareback Into the Sunset 

 

L Style G Style is devoid of any reference to any institution, business, or organization that 

is encourages, supports, sells, or creates space for sex. L Style G Style is missing any mention of 

the bars, clubs and bathhouses that gay men frequently patronize with the desire they will meet 

someone for romantic or sexual purposes. There is also no article or advertisement that addresses 

the increasingly popular realm of online sex hook up sites for gay men (which I know by 

experience are very popular in Austin). There is sadly no mention of any HIV/AIDS support 

groups, and no public presentation of HIV positive gay men. There are not even any 

advertisements for HIV/AIDS drug treatments that seem to be popular in other urban LGBTQ 

publications. Even more disappointing is that the magazine does not include any article or 

advertisement that advocates, discusses, or encourages sex safe practices. With the lack of sex 

and sexual activity in its pages, L Style G Style is an example of what Michael Warner  and 

Lauren Berlant call the “Respectable Gays” who 

like to think that they owe nothing to the sexual subculture they think of as sleazy. 
But their success, their way of living, their political rights, and their very 
identities would never have been possible but for the existence of the public 
sexual culture they now despise. Extinguish it, and almost all out gay or queer 
culture will wither on the vine (204). 

 

In the case of L Style G Style, the lack of sex and sexuality on the pages of their glossy hetero-

normative magazine is of (counter) public concern. Because gay men have, throughout their 

visible history since the Stonewall Riots in 1969, relied on a sexual subculture as a method of 

community building, the denial of that sexual culture risks the erasure of the gay community 
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itself. And though the predominantly white gay or lesbian person who is the intended audience 

for L Style G Style may not lose much from the absence of a strong visible gay community, the 

many young men and women who rely on such a community to help them navigate the troubles 

and far-too-occasional violence of coming out to their family and friends will surely suffer. 

 In his work Bareback Into the Sunset, Peter Carpenter explores the dynamics of this 

necessary public sex subculture in the gay community, and exposes how the public sexual 

activity that occurs within this subculture has repercussions beyond those who physically 

participate in those sexual activities. In his performance work, Carpenter highlights both how sex 

exceeds the boundaries of the privacy and intimacy established by the bodies engaged in the 

actual act of sex, as well as highlighting that these acts of sex constitute the gay community 

itself. 

 

BAREBACK INTO THE SUNSET 
 

Peter Carpenter’s Bareback Into the Sunset highlights the effects of sexual activity that 

reverberate through the public sphere, while performatively illustrating the importance of 

(re)presenting sex in the public sphere for the gay community by performing narratives that 

include sexual activity. In Bareback Into the Sunset, Carpenter exposes sex, especially gay sex, 

as a liminal embodied act which complicates and challenges the divisions between private lives 

and the public world in contemporary culture.  Furthermore, Bareback Into the Sunset highlights 

the importance of drawing public attention to the practice of positioning sexual activities as 

private. The analysis of Bareback Into the Sunset that follows illustrates how sexual activity in 
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public challenges the private/public division and highlights how sex and sexual activity has the 

potential to construct community. 

 Bareback Into the Sunset takes place in five different spaces: the frontier of the ‘Wild 

Wild West,’ the dark backroom of a seedy gay bar in Chicago, a hospital room, and lecture hall, 

and the theater where it is being performed. I analyze the ways in which these spaces comment 

on the social construction of public and private, and how sex (re)presented within these spaces 

(or the prohibition or impossibility of sex within these spaces), illuminate points where we can 

resist the controlling and policing consequences of social conceptions of public and private. 

Because the theater has the power to construct multiple settings in one location, and how the 

following analysis of Bareback Into the Sunset brings multiple spaces into conversation with one 

another, I highlight how the theater is an effective site for challenging the divisions between 

private and public in the world at large. 

This analysis of space in Bareback Into the Sunset employs public sphere theory as 

explicated by Michael Warner in his book Publics and Counterpublics. Specifically, this analysis 

engages with the complex and often contradictory definition of public space. Warner states that 

“It is not possible to assume the habitus according to which rational-critical debate is a neutral, 

relatively disembodied procedure for addressing common concerns, while embodied life is 

assumed to be private, local, or merely affective and expressive” (51). Here, Warner deviates 

from Jurgen Habermas’s conception of the public sphere which, by positing the proper public 

sphere is the domain of “rational critical debate,” places intellectual discourse within the public 

sphere and embodied practice within the private sphere. Note also how the theater is necessarily 

a public space, but participates in the “embodied life” that is (more than merely) “affective and 
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expressive.” In terms of Warner’s analysis of the public sphere, the theater becomes an ideal 

space to explore the boundaries between the ‘rational-critical’ debate of Habermas’s public 

sphere, and the private sphere which is the home to embodied expressive and affective acts. 

This chapter also employs Warner’s conception of the counterpublic. As Warner claims 

in the chapter titled “Public and Private,” “Counterpublics of sex and gender are teaching us to 

recognize in newer and deeper ways how privacy is publicly constructed” (62). He goes on to 

claim that “in a counterpublic setting, such display often has the aim of transformation. Styles of 

embodiment are learned and cultivated, and the affects of shame and disgust that surround them 

can be tested, in some cases revalued” (62). Warner’s conception of a counterpublic sphere, 

specifically one that values embodied action, challenges the strict divisions between public and 

private. The following chapter provides an analysis of the counterpublic sphere described in 

Carpenter’s Bareback Into the Sunset in order to examine how the gay counterpublic sphere that 

participates in public sex acts specifically challenges hegemonic constructions of public and 

private. By narrating a moment in which he witnesses an act of bareback sex in public in the 

course of his performance, Carpenter highlights the power of sex performed in public to 

construct community which thereby transforms (public) sex from a site of shame that must be 

avoided at all costs into a positive affect of community building. Bareback Into the Sunset takes 

up Warner’s assertion that “Counterpublics are spaces of circulation in which it is hoped that the 

poesis of scene making will be transformative, not replicative” (122) and that in counterpublics 

there is “the original hope of transforming not just policy but the space of public life itself” 

(124). 
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Beyond an examination of the concept of ‘public’ as a space, my examination of 

Bareback Into the Sunset also examines the concept of community as a public. Specifically, I 

explore the role of shame in Bareback Into the Sunset to examine how public sex acts, and the 

publicity of sex in general, constructs community. To do this, I employ the theoretical musings 

of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick elucidated in her essay “Shame, Theatricality, and Queer 

Performativity.” In this essay, Sedgwick posits that instances of shame are the originary point of 

social identification. In my analysis of Bareback Into the Sunset, I cite public sex acts as 

instances of shame that establish interpersonal connections constituted through sexual activity. 

Again, I resist describing Carpenter's performance as a performance of shamelessness because 

the act of public bareback sex that he narrates is haunted by shame. That is to say that both he the 

witness of the act and his audience most likely would blush seeing such an audacious act. Even 

though Carpenter brings such 'shameful' acts and give them public scrutiny, these acts are still 

determined to be sites of shame for both he and his audience. 

My analysis of sex as performed in Bareback Into the Sunset considers how the theater 

itself is an effective public site in which the social conceptions of public and private space are 

challenged. Within the space of the theater, LGBTQ subjects can face ourselves, our sexuality, 

that which makes us categorically different from the (hetero)norm, and find pleasure in it. In the 

theater, private instances of sex and sexuality, or instances of sex and sexuality that challenge 

conventional privacy, can be witnessed, and the shame that is expected to flood the LGBTQ 

person's psyche when acknowledging such sexual deviancy, is not suppressed, but celebrated. 

Through the public space of the theater, shame can be shared and celebrated, rather than denied 

and avoided. And by facing ourselves in the public space of theater, we do not face it alone, but 

rather, we face it together, as a community. 
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WILD WILD WEST 
 

Bareback Into the Sunset follows the story of a man, played by Peter Carpenter, dying of 

AIDS. As he lay in a hospital room, the audience is presented with a collection of his memories. 

The performance space is all black except for a rectangular wooden block that is large enough to 

function as the bed in the hospital scene and later on as the dais in the lecture hall. Carpenter 

wears simple gray dance pants and a tank top as the dying AIDS patient and as the man in the 

backroom at the gay bar, and wears a blazer with tie and glasses, and holds a clip board when he 

is playing the lecturer. In an abstract section of  dance, a section without spoken text, Carpenter 

wears cowboy boots and a Western style shirt, to highlight the themes of the Wild Wild West he 

is exploring. Lab coats and clip boards are used to mark the women (one who is African 

American, the other who is white) as the doctor and nurse at the hospital. The African American 

woman, dressed all in black, also functions as a Stage Manager character, who throughout the 

performance, yells cues, directs the lighting and music operator, and interprets the performance 

for the audience. With the hospital scene acting as the point of reference for the entire piece, 

Carpenter moves from dying of AIDS in the hospital room, to miming horseback riding during 

his childhood, to transforming the space of the theater into a classroom where he gives a lecture 

comparing and contrasting the gay male country western dancer and the practices of engaging in 

unsafe unprotected gay sex, to narrating a memory of witnessing public unprotected gay sex in a 

backroom at a bar in Chicago. These stories are interspersed with segments of dance that are 

abstract in style in contrast to these other sections that employ text and spoken narrative. With 

the exception of the lecture which is performed wholly intact, the scenes also are often 

interrupted by other scenes or plot lines, or they oscillate between one and the other. For 
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instance, when Carpenter narrates the anecdote of witnessing sex in the public space of a 

backroom at a bar, he interrupts his narrative by returning to the storyline of riding horseback, 

lost in the woods behind his home, as a child. Though Carpenter is a dancer by trade, Bareback 

Into the Sunset incorporates not just contemporary dance aesthetics, but also employs 

conventional storytelling tactics, and Brechtian theater techniques such as having the Stage 

Manager direct the lighting and music cues in full view of the audience. 

Throughout the piece, Bareback Into the Sunset is dominated by themes of the ‘Wild 

Wild West.’ The “Bareback” of the title refers both to horseback riding without a saddle or 

bridle, as well as having anal sex without a condom. Both these uses of the word ‘bareback’ 

converge in the metaphor of the ‘Wild Wild West.’ The ‘Wild Wild West’ evokes images of 

horseback riding and the masculine, tough cowboy. Furthermore, the ‘Wild Wild West’ evokes a 

fantastical space in which risky exploration took place in a geography that didn’t have laws or 

rules. More to the point, the laws and rules were established, enforced, and altered by the 

nomadic cowboy figure who roamed the vast landscape of the ‘Wild Wild West.’ This figure was 

so exceedingly masculine and tough, that his virile strength was more than sufficient to 

determine the laws and rules of the world he lived in. 

Carpenter illuminates the backrooms at seedy gay bars as a risky ‘Wild Wild West’ space 

without rule or laws, which complicate and challenge the ‘necessary’ presence of the 

conventionally and traditionally masculine cowboy within such a realm. Carpenter performs the 

character of the ‘cowboy’ in the ‘Wild Wild West’ through explicit mention of horseback riding, 

wearing cowboy boots and a ‘Western’ style shirt, and miming riding a horse as he recounts an 

anecdote from childhood in which he got lost while horseback riding with a friend. A series of 



 55 

movements danced early in the piece is later literally declared by the stage manager to be a 

performance of the strong masculine ‘cowboy’ scanning the geography. When the audience first 

observes these movements, they have yet to be introduced to the metaphorical reference of the 

'cowboy' and so are unable to tie these movements to such specific cultural iconography. These 

sets of movements, specifically the last explicit depiction of the ‘cowboy’, are contrasted by a 

small feminine flick of the wrist. Whereas the horseback riding, cowboy boots, ‘Western’ style 

shirt, and strong posture and gaze of the ‘cowboy’ elude to the risky frontier space of the ‘Wild 

Wild West,’ the small feminine flick of the wrist introduces the presence of the gay man into the 

conversation with these images, and places the gay man into a risky ‘frontier’ space without 

established rules and laws (except those kept by those who ‘roam’ this frontier space). Merging 

the iconic figure of the cowboy with the gay man, while telling a story of public unprotected sex 

performed in a backroom of a gay bar, suggests that gay men who participate in bareback sex in 

public spaces are writing their own rules in a risky geography much like the figure of the 

cowboy. 

The ‘Wild Wild West’ is also a natural frontier space. That is to say, the ‘Wild Wild 

West’ is not dominated by human influence or interference; the skyscrapers of New York City or 

Chicago did not block the sun, busy streets crowded with vehicles and people did not stop the 

cowboy from galloping long distances at high dangerous speeds. By being a natural frontier 

space, the ‘Wild Wild West’ is also a public space. Western colonial attitudes toward the frontier 

space of the ‘Wild Wild West’ never considered the land the ‘private property’ of the Indian 

nations who lived off of it, but rather, the ‘Wild Wild West’ space, being 'natural,' was free of 

any particular established ownership and therefore was deemed public. 



 56 

The freedom offered by the frontier as public space led for the ‘Wild Wild West’ to be a 

site that offered space for deviant sexualities. The Mormon Church led its people across the vast 

landscape of North America to Salt Lake City in order to establish a state that would allow them 

to have polygamous marriage, a sexual arrangement that deviated from the Western Judeo-

Christian norms of monogamy. As a public space, the frontier of the ‘Wild Wild West’ allowed 

for non-normative sexual practices. Brokeback Mountain is a contemporary example of the ways 

in which the frontier space of the ‘Wild Wild West’ allows for deviant sexual behaviors. 

Brokeback Mountain is often jokingly referred to as Bareback Mountain in reference to the 

unprotected sex the two main characters have while camping. Carpenter merges this image of the 

‘Wild Wild West’ with that of a masculine space that encouraged and/or demanded self-risk in 

the act of exploration to comment on gay male sexual practices, specifically the practice of 

barebacking in the ‘post-epidemic’ stage of HIV/AIDS. 

The ‘Wild Wild West’ in the popular imaginary, is also a space dominated by white 

subjects. As a fantastical geography created and disseminated by white colonizers, Native 

Americans were treated as a-historical occupants of the land whose nomadic ways excluded 

them from the possibility of claiming the land as their own. And even though there is evidence of 

African and African American cowboys, the image of the cowboy remains solely a white image 

in order to reify the white, masculine hegemony that dominates specifically American self 

understanding. Because the 'Wild Wild West' is marked as a white and male dominated 

geography, it fails as a metaphor for unsafe sex practices in that it is inadequate to represent the 

enumerable gender, racial, ethnic, and class identities that participate in and are effected by such 

risky sexual behavior. It is therefore no coincidence that the stage manager character, a black 

woman, does not appear in the sequences that occur in the 'Wild Wild West'. 
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THE HOSPITAL ROOM 
 

The frontier space of the ‘Wild Wild West’ is contrasted by setting of some of the action 

of the piece in a hospital room. The lab coats worn by the stage manager character and the 

“Second Health Care Worker”, the use of a clipboard, as well as the explicit mention of the man 

dying situate the protagonist of the piece in a space that contrasts the lawless and expansive 

freedom offered by the ‘Wild Wild West,’ and the backrooms at seedy gay bars. The hospital 

room exists as a space where the body is controlled and monitored in an effort to insure its 

health, in direct contrast to the freedom offered by the ‘Wild Wild West.’  The stage manager 

character, dressed in a white lab coat aligning her with role of the Doctor, shouts commands 

throughout the piece, highlighting the ways in which the space of health care is a space of control 

and power exercised over human bodies. For the most part, while in the Hospital Room scenes, 

Carpenter's body obeys the conventions of realism, and, as a man dying of HIV/AIDS stays lying 

on the ' hospital bed' while the stage manager and “Second Health Care Worker” rigidly stand 

upright. Both the limited and restricted movement of Carpenter and the stage manager and 

“Second Health Care Worker” highlight how the space of the Hospital Room is one that intends 

to contain and control the body. Yet, there are moments in which the protagonist aims to resist 

the control of the hospital room by performing gestures that are free-flowing, taking up as much 

space as the body can by galloping, hopping, and swinging his arms. 

The hospital room becomes a feminized, almost domestic space (maintained by nurses 

and a female doctor), where the weak and unhealthy body, usually supine, cannot be masculine 

or virile, again explicitly contrasting the masculine, virile space of the ‘Wild Wild West.’ Both 
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the stage manager character cum doctor and the “Second Health Care Worker” are women, 

shaping the hospital room as a feminine space. Here, Carpenter once again challenges 

conventional understandings of private and public space: Carpenter situates the hospital room as 

feminine, which conventionally has been relegated as necessarily private (or, in other words, 

domestic), and considers it a public space. 

The hospital room is also an unnatural space. The scientific, sterile, and human-

constructed space of the hospital contrasts the natural geography of the ‘Wild Wild West’. The 

hospital room then does not allow for a sexual body, which is wild in a natural way like the risky 

space of the ‘Wild Wild West’ and backrooms in seedy gay bars. The white lab coats used to 

denote the characters of the doctor (played by the stage manager) and the “Second Health Care 

Worker,” along with the limited and restricted movement in the scene illustrate the sterile nature 

of the hospital room. Although the space is unnatural in contrast to the ‘Wild Wild West,’ 

hospitals are still viewed as public spaces. 

If we view both the ‘Wild Wild West’ and the hospital as public spaces, we can see that 

public does not necessary mean ‘free.’ Furthermore, public spaces aren’t always ‘safe’ spaces. 

The public space of the hospital aims to ensure and maintain the health and wellbeing of the 

patient by controlling and monitoring the body of the patient, while the space of the ‘Wild Wild 

West’ encourages the cowboy putting himself at risk, either at the whims of a harsh environment, 

or the other inhabitants (usually Native Americans) of the ‘Wild Wild West.' The commanding 

stage manager cum doctor is onstage during the hospital room scenes, but is largely absent 

during the scenes in which Carpenter is situated in the ‘Wild Wild West,’ or the backrooms at the 

seedy gay bar. Within the spaces of the ‘Wild Wild West’ or the backrooms in Chicago bars, 
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both spaces that invite risky behavior that is not circumscribed by the policing forces of the 

public and private spheres, the protagonist is left to determine his own behavior, while in the 

hospital space, his behavior is determined for him. 

 

THE BACKROOM BAREBACK 
 

The central episode of Bareback Into the Sunset focuses on Carpenter as protagonist 

narrating the story of witnessing bareback sex performed in a seedy gay bar. This narration is 

continually interrupted by a childhood memory of the protagonist riding through the woods 

behind his home with his friend Peggy. Peggy is a much better rider than the Carpenter, so much 

better in fact that she can ride bareback, and as a result of her skills as a speedy rider, the 

Carpenter is eventually left behind and is lost in the woods behind his own home with his horse. 

Juxtaposing the story of witnessing bareback sex in a gay bar with being lost while horseback 

riding in the woods behind his home, aligns the act of witnessing bareback sex in the backroom 

of a gay bar with being ‘lost’ near ones own ‘home.’ That is to say that Carpenter feels that the 

act of bareback sex in the gay community disorients his own understanding of the rules and laws 

that regulate the gay community itself, once again subtly referencing the world of the ‘Wild Wild 

West.’ Carpenter moves back and forth from these seemingly disparate narratives by spinning 

from his position on his knees miming horseback riding to a standing position in which he 

delivers the text that narrates the story of the backroom at the seedy Chicago bar. In some cases, 

his hand and arm seem to independently pull him, against the will of the rest of his body, out of 

one narrative into the other. At other times, Carpenter literally steps back from, and therefore out 

of,  the backroom scene because he wants to avoid witnessing two men practice unsafe sex. The 
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oscillation between the two scenes, as well as the multiple and ever changing motivations and  

movements that take Carpenter from one scene to the other, further establishes a sense of 

disorientation by suggesting that in some cases intentionality and control are not at home in the 

body. 

The protagonist describes the atmosphere of the ‘backroom bar’ where he is about to 

witness an act of public bareback sex as a space in “desire dances.” The protagonist does not 

mean to say that the men who frequent the space are necessarily literally dancing, but rather, he 

highlights how the space itself makes private affect public through embodiment. Specifically, the 

protagonist suggests that the music of Nina Simone singing “I Want A Little Sugar In My Bowl” 

(which Carpenter had just previously danced to) illuminates how the space is one in which desire 

dances. The spinning movements in and out of the backroom scene suggest the orbiting gay male 

bodies cruising one another at the seedy Chicago bar, literally enacting the dance of desire. The 

reference to the popular recording of Nina Simone suggest again that desire is not reserved for 

the private sphere, but bleeds into the public sphere more than we recognize through artistic 

expression, specifically artistic expression made public through performance. The space of the 

‘backroom bar’ is a space in which the private affect of desire, at least as determined by 

hegemonic hetero-normative culture, can be made public through embodied action, dance. 

Carpenter again meets the limit of his body as a metaphor for public sexuality and unsafe 

sexual practices when incorporating the music of Nina Simone in his performance piece. As 

Carpenter as protagonist later discovers in the finale of Bareback Into the Sunset, the white male 

body is unable to represent all identity categories that participate in and are effected by acts of 

public sex. Though he does dance to and makes mention of the vocals of a black female jazz 
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artist, Carpenter is unable to escape that his body, though unmarked and intended to stand-in for 

the universal HIV/AIDS patient, is not able to represent those other, often racialized, 

communities effected by unsafe sexual activity. 

When he tells the story of being witness to bareback sex in the backroom of the 

‘backroom bar,’ Carpenter highlights how the act of sex, bareback sex in particular, is not 

isolated between the sexual partners performing that act in that particular moment. By witnessing 

the act of risky sexual behavior, Carpenter suggests that the larger community becomes 

implicated. While he tells the audience that he himself is receiving a handjob from an 

anonymous gay man, his sex partner utters the phrase “Hey. They’re doing it bareback.” Acting 

out the scene and playing both himself and the man giving him a handjob whispers this phrase, 

Carpenter delivers these words with an almost ineffable intonation of excitement, fascination, 

caution, and slight disapproval. Yet, there is something 'off,' something wrong in this affective 

state produced by acknowledging the presence of unsafe sex practices in the vicinity, apparent in 

how Carpenter embodies the man giving him a hand job: His posture is askew, his head tilted 

awkwardly, as if he is between looking and not looking at the unsafe sexual activity. In 

describing the instance of bareback sex performed in public, the protagonist notes that the cute 

boy-next-door that is getting penetrated is leaning on him for support. This metaphorically 

suggests that even though Carpenter is not participating in the act of barebacking himself, he is 

connected to the act anyway. The protagonist holds his arms on his shoulder, as if mimicking 

how the boy-next-door is holding himself up using the protagonist as a support. This gesture 

indicates that not only is the boy using the protagonist for support, but he is binding the 

protagonist as if he has placed his arms underneath the armpits of the protagonist and is holding 

him in place by putting pressure with his hands on the protagonists’ shoulders. 
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The music underscoring this section of the narrative also directly reflects on the 

excitement, pleasure, and danger of being a witness to bareback sex performed in public. The 

lyrics of the music playing at this moment, sung again by Nina Simone, are “Now in the dark, in 

the dark, I get such a thrill when he presses his fingertips on my lips. And he begs me to please 

keep still in the dark.” At the moment Simone sings “he presses his fingertips,” Carpenter 

performs the gesture of the boy-next-door using his body to hold himself steady. This moment 

reveals that, though Carpenter is seemingly apprehensive about the act of barebacking, he feels 

some ‘thrill’ at the thought, and performance, of such a risky act. Simone continues: “But soon, 

this dance will be ending and you’re going to be missed. Gee, I’m not pretending cause I swear 

it’s fun, fun to be kissed in the dark.” At the moment Simone sings that “This dance will be 

ending” Carpenter's movements begin to be jerky, seemingly paralyzed, suggesting that the end 

of the dance means some kind of death. This moment, in conjunction with the earlier gesture 

involving the boy-next-door, suggests that the boy-next-door who is “pressing his fingertips” 

into the protagonist, is also, tacitly demanding that the protagonist “keep still”, which is to say, 

does not interrupt the act of barebacking because it violates the conventions of safe sex that have 

been demanded of the gay community since the AIDS epidemic. In essence, the boy-next-door 

acknowledges that his act of sex exists beyond himself and the muscular man fucking him and 

effects the gay community at large, but would like that all who witness the act keep silent about 

his transgression and dangerous dance with death. 

Naming one of the participants of the transgressive act of barebacking the ‘boy-next-

door’ connects the act of barebacking to the larger community. The participants of unsafe sex 

acts are not ‘foreigners’ but rather, one's own neighbors living ‘next door.’ And so, for peace of 

mind, an individual may want to rationalize unsafe sex acts as being anomalous, and not 
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practiced by members of the community ‘I’ belong to. In fact though, as Carpenter highlights by 

naming the receptive partner of bareback sexual intercourse the ‘boy-next-door,’ unsafe sex 

practices occur within our neighborhood and are a part of our community. 

Before the act of barebacking began, the imagined other men in the backroom were 

merely an unformed group of gay men also participating in acts of public sex, yet, once this risky 

sexual activity is performed, that same group becomes an audience, a community of spectators, 

sharing a moment in time and space, through the constitution of a shared sense of both shame 

and fascination. The protagonist describes the “unorganized tangle of bodies” beginning “to 

organize” around “the mysterious dance” as they move to watch the boy get penetrated without a 

condom. Contextualized by the whisper of the protagonist’s sexual partner, whose tone indicates 

both fascination and acknowledgment of apprehension, the formation of an “unorganized tangle 

of bodies” into an organized audience constitutes a gay act of identity and community formation. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues in her essay “Shame, Theatricality, and Queer Performativity” 

that “shame consciousness and shame creativity do cluster intimately around lesbian and gay 

world spaces” (60). The backroom of the bar in which gay men have anonymous sexual 

encounters in a public space is undoubtedly a gay world space, and something relatively unique 

to contemporary gay culture. When the protagonist declares “We know about safe,” he places the 

boy-next-door and his sex partner as deviating from the conventions of safe sex that have 

dominated gay sexual practices and public health discourse around gay sex since the AIDS 

epidemic. In an essay titled “Gay Shame and the Politics of Identity,” Jennifer Moon suggests 

that shame is a powerful point of collectivity making because “Shame distinguishes the queer 

from the normal, not because there is anything inherently shameful about having deviant desires 

or engaging in deviant acts, but because shame adheres to (or is supposed to adhere to) any 
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position of social alienation or noncomformity” (359). Yet, the act of deviant sex practices such 

as barebacking, that is not healthy, has the power, through the affect of shame, to make a 

collective of the backroom participants. Sedgwick goes on to claim that “The forms taken by 

shame are not distinct “toxic” parts of a group or individual identity that can be excised; they are 

instead integral to and residual in the processes by which identity itself is formed” (59). Here I 

am not suggesting that the shame associated with this particular moment of a group of men 

witnessing a man get fucked without a condom is indicative of the shameful desires of the gay 

community at large, but rather, this particular moment does highlight the power of shame and 

acts deemed to be shameful in constructing community through acts of performance. As 

Sedgwick writes “shame both derives from and aims toward sociability” (51). 

But the division between the audience and the performers in this scene of barebacking is 

porous. When the protagonist declares that “they are watching us. Them. Um I mean them. I’m 

not a part of this. I mean I am a part of this, I’m touching them. But I’m staying safe. Safe. We 

all know about safe. I am being safe” he occupies a metaphorical liminal space – the witness that 

is effectively a participant.  The act of spectatorship should not be treated as without agency or 

responsibility in relation to the act they are watching. The protagonist, upon feeling that he 

should leave to remove himself from being complicit in an act of unsafe sex, can’t because he 

can not see the exit past the throngs of gay men who have formed an audience watching the act 

in “silent agreement.” Realizing that he is ‘trapped,’ the protagonist confesses that he wants to 

both stop the act of unsafe sex and stop holding himself back from choosing “safety over 

pleasure.” As he says this text, he, facing the audience, shifts, taking several steps to the right 

before abruptly changing directions and taking several steps back to the left. This oscillation 

performs his affective wavering between fascination and apprehension as well as desire to 
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participate in unsafe sexual practices and the need to practice safe sex to maintain one's health. In 

an effort to negotiate his complicit role in the unsafe activities happening around him, the 

protagonist attempts to place blame, to find who is at fault, but realizes he can not do so and 

absolve himself of any responsibility. The logical decline of his attempt to absolve himself is as 

follows: “He is creating the site of his own danger. Correction. They are creating the site of their 

own danger. Correction. We have created the site of his own danger.” 

Not only does the protagonist fail to absolve himself of any responsibility in the act of 

witnessing unsafe sexual practices, but the protagonist realizes that the repercussions of the act 

of unsafe sexual practices have effects beyond the mere act itself. Furthermore, the protagonist is 

not only bound to the act by being a witness to it, but, by being a member of the gay community 

itself, the protagonist is tied to the act by the fact that the gay community is inter-connected 

through sexual relationships. Upon coming to terms with his culpability in the act of witnessing 

unsafe sex, the protagonist realizes that he “Can’t escape. Can’t escape from  here. Because it 

was here I came… to escape.” The “here” in the protagonists statement refers to multiple sites: 

1) The actual space of the backroom at the bar 2) The circumstance of being somehow involved 

in the act of unsafe bareback sex, either as a witness in “silent agreement,” or as physical support 

to the boy-next-door getting fucked 3) The gay community itself, where the protagonist arguably 

came to escape from the hetero-normative world. The protagonist is unable to escape from any of 

these three sites because he has both participated in an act of gay sex (the act he was 

participating in prior to the bareback episode was, we are to assume, safe), as well as being a 

witness to an act of unsafe sex. 
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The act of performing unsafe sex in public has a performative effect. The logic is as 

follows: if he is having anonymous safe sex in backrooms, and another pair of men is having 

anonymous unsafe sex, then it is possible the partner with whom the protagonist is having safe 

public sex with, could have earlier or previously been having unsafe sex. Through the practice of 

unsafe sex, it is possible that Carpenter's sex partner has an sexually transmitted infection or 

HIV. In essence, the act of performing unsafe sex in public is a performative one: such an act 

transforms the gay male body in the post-AIDS epidemic era as being disciplined to have safe 

sex and therefore be disease free into a deviant sexual body that could be infected with any 

sexual transmitted infection. Though it would be foolish to suppose that all gay men were having 

safe sex since the late eighties and early nineties, the act of performing unsafe sex in public 

makes the act a performative utterance that impacts the entire gay community. For a 

performative utterance or act to have any force or impact, it must have an audience. By 

performing the utterance or act in public, the general public becomes the audience that gives the 

utterance or act force. 

Next I will move on to discuss the space of the lecture that is also incorporated into 

Carpenter’s Bareback Into the Sunset. The final section considers how the space of the theater is 

incorporated into Carpenter’s piece itself, as well as an examination of how the theater itself, and 

most all theatrical practice, contributes to our discussion of public/private discourse, and the role 

of shame as an affect of performance. 
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THE LECTURE HALL 
 

The protagonist takes up the role of an academic researcher presenting his analysis of 

“Cultural data concerning sexual difference” in the section that follows the narrative relating an 

act of bareback sex in a backroom in a gay bar, thus moving both the performer, the audience, 

and the performance itself into a new public space. As the academic researcher/protagonist 

states, he aims to “Carve a theoretical space where the gay male country western dancer and the 

gay male unsafe sexual practitioner can enter a dialogue.” The expectation of the public space of 

the academic researcher is one in which knowledge is disseminated publicly, and, with the 

question and answer period that follows, public discourse around that knowledge can take place. 

Yet, as our protagonist cum academic researcher shows us through his scholarly presentation, 

efforts to publicly communicate the private desires and/or reasons an individual practices unsafe 

sex are not discernible within a scholarly public context. Even the ‘questions’ that are asked of 

our academic researcher are represented in a cacophonous melange of the sounds that have 

scored the earlier sections of the piece, suggesting that such scholarly dialogue is just ‘noise.' 

The public discursive space of the academy fails to communicate any concrete knowledge 

concerning sex and sexuality. Considering that, for the most part, Carpenter is 'trapped' behind a 

lectern for the majority of this section and any movement or dancing is absent, Carpenter 

suggests the space of academy fails to privilege or even include the body as a site of knowledge 

or meaning making. 

Despite the failure to disseminate intellectually produced knowledge, the power of 

performance and embodied activity to challenge social norms can be inferred from the academic 

researcher/protagonists lecture. Our academic researcher does claim that “that the gay male 
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country western dancers finds gliding steps across upon the dance floor finds way to act out 

against and identify with the hyper-masculine cowboy identity, so also can the gay male unsafe 

sex practitioner can be seen as acting against a discourse, against a set of operations that aims to 

control the most intimate aspects of their bodies.” Later he also states “I strongly believe, and my 

research indicates, that both the gay male country western dancers and the gay male unsafe sex 

practitioners are comparably entitled to be considered complex subjects simultaneously 

reinforcing and resisting societal compulsions toward compulsory heterosexuality.” Both the gay 

male country western dancer, who inhabits the figure of the iconic cowboy in an effort to counter 

depictions of gay men as lacking masculinity and virility, and the gay male unsafe sex 

practitioner, who attempts to counter the social norms within the gay community that discipline 

bodies into practicing safe sex, are resisting and challenge social forces that aim to control their 

identities or sexual practices. 

The academic researcher/protagonist identifies the role that risk plays in public instances 

of sex, and specifically in unsafe sex, which illuminates the need for publicity to confirm and 

support masculinity. In order for risky behavior to confirm and support masculinity, the person 

partaking in said risky behavior must in the first case be witnessed doing so, and then witnessed 

successfully completing that behavior or action without enduring any personal harm. In the case 

of public sex, in order for such sexual activity to support and confirm masculinity, it must be 

witnessed. In essence, the inherent virility of penetration can confirm and support an individual’s 

masculinity through the act of public sex by allowing one to engage in ‘risky’ behavior that is 

witnessed by others. 
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The failure of the public space of academia to uncover the motivations of gay male 

unsafe sex practitioners highlights the impotence of scholarship to understand desire, as well as 

illustrating the strength of the theater, as a public space of embodied action, to open up 

conversation and understanding of such issues. The academic research confesses that “I think 

[gay male unsafe sex practitioners] are seeking pleasure... I also think they need to feel real. Like 

real men. And I know that’s a hard concept for many of us at this conference to understand, and 

harder still to respect. I’m not asking you to respect. I would simply offer the option not to judge 

someone who might have complex reasons for doing something that might harm him and in turn 

harm someone else.” Here, the protagonist suggests that the academy cannot, through the 

analysis of data, attempt to understand desire. Yet, the realm of the theater, as shown earlier in 

the moment where the narrative communicates apprehension, curiosity, and fascination when the 

man giving the protagonist a hand job articulates “Hey, they're doing it bareback”, is revealed to 

be an effective site to understand desire. 

In all three cases thus far, each space straddles both the public and the private. The ‘Wild 

Wild West’ is a public space in the sense it is free and not ‘owned’ by any one person or state, 

while the rules and laws (or lack thereof) is determined by the private whims of each cowboy. 

The backrooms at gay bars are public spaces in which gay men are free to come and go (pun 

intended) at their own will, while the sexual activity practiced in such spaces fall into the 

categories of activity commonly reserved for the ‘private sphere.' The space of the lecture hall is 

a public space in the sense that it is accessible to a large group of people, and is also usually 

supported by the public funds, but is also a space in which individuals (usually professors) are 

encouraged to share their private thoughts and ideas (by private I mean ideas they themselves 

have developed, rather than ideas that have been approved or supported by the state or another 
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institution). The theater, as I posit in the next section, also bridges the private/public divide: The 

theater is a space in which artists voice their private ideas and concerns; the theater is a space in 

which private lives of both fictional and real people are enacted for a public; the theater is a 

space for a public in the sense of a group of people who are the audience of a particular text or 

performance; and the theater is a space that is often funded by public money (either a ‘private’ 

investment or through state sponsorship). 

 

THE STAGE, THE HOUSE, AND THOSE WHO LIVE THERE 
 

The stage manager character that controls and directs the action of the piece highlights 

the ways in which the theater mediates private and public. The first way in which she does this is 

to continually throughout the piece draw attention to the action is happening in on stage. In a 

very Brechtian manner, she calls out the lighting cues throughout the piece and announces the 

general action of the following section, which in turn reminds the audience that they are 

watching a piece of theater. By reminding the audience they are indeed in the theater they 

become aware of their role as audience, which places them not as a single self in the dark, but 

part of a larger community, a public as such. Here, Michael Warner’s claim that publics are 

constituted by “mere attention” (74) to public discourse in a “social space” (87) and are 

constituted by a relation among strangers speaks to the practice of theatrical performance (90). 

By being aware of their role as audience in the “social space” of the theater by watching the 

action of the play, the audience is constituted as part of a public. 
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The stage manner also interprets the action of the piece and disseminates that 

interpretation. The interpretation that the stage manager offers to the audience is scripted. That is 

to say we don’t see any ‘real’ or acted effort to try to decipher the action of the piece. Because 

her interpretation is scripted, the interpretation is assumed to be that of the author. Because the 

author of the piece is Carpenter, who also plays the protagonist of the piece, the interpretation is 

the communication of the private thoughts and intentions of the man on stage the audience has 

gathered to watch. Through the act of publicly disseminating the author’s interpretation of his 

own work the audience becomes a public based upon a shared knowledge. This also bridges the 

private realm of intention, that though usually is assumed by the addressee, is rarely ever 

publicly confirmed by the addresser. 

By offering an interpretation of the action of the piece, the meaning of the piece (or at 

least a preliminary meaning), becomes not that which belongs to the intention of the author, but 

rather, is an interpretation that is shared by the audience, or in other words, a public. This 

analysis of the role of the stage manager then constructs an additional concept of public and 

private into our conversation: The public is exterior to the person and that which is private is 

interior to the person. For example: While walking down the street, what an individual wears is 

public knowledge, for most people can see what they’re wearing. Yet, while that same person 

walks down the street, their thoughts remain inaccessible to the witnessing public. Those 

thoughts are private until they are made known publicly, through the act of speech. This again 

echoes Warner's description of public as being that which is “in physical view of others” and that 

which is “concealed” (29). 
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But what does this all have to do with sex? The act of making that which is private and 

intimate, ones own thoughts for instance, public through public presentation and declaration, 

mirrors the content of the Bareback Into the Sunset. Carpenter offers that which is private and 

intimate, sexual activity, through the public presentation of the theater. And the theater is a realm 

in which the private and intimate are given public voice. Much like the space of the lecture hall, 

where an individual’s private thoughts are given public voice, the theater is a space where an 

individual’s private thoughts, feelings, and experiences are given public attention. Yet, by being  

a realm in which personal matters of the most intimate kind, such as displays of emotion, are 

given public scrutiny through embodiment, the theater has greater potential to give the dark 

hidden corners of private life public attention. Not only are they given ‘voice’, but they are 

embodied, which then highlights such activities as sex and sexuality, especially in the case of 

Bareback Into the Sunset, attention. 

 

NO SINGLE ENDING 
 

The final section of Bareback Into the Sunset drives home the ways in which both sex 

and performance challenge the divisions between public and private. The finale destabilizes the 

dominant narrative of the white gay HIV positive man dying of AIDS that has dominated 

Carpenter’s work thus far: the stage manager takes center stage (literally and figuratively) and 

offers several other ‘options’ that detail the many circumstances in which an individual could 

contract HIV/AIDS. These options that incorporate the stage manager’s black female body, 

contrast the homosexual narrative that has been told with Carpenter playing the protagonist. The 

stage manager states that all these options merely place her “next to” the white gay HIV positive 
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man whose subjectivity has dominated public discourse about unsafe sex practices and 

HIV/AIDS. The stage manager suggests that she is not unable to put herself at the center of 

discourse concerning unsafe sex practices and HIV/AIDS because she is not at a “loss for 

words,” but rather, because she is “afraid of what [a white hegemony] will do with her story.” 

She then, in the place of words, performs a section of the piece earlier performed by the 

protagonist, and dances to Nina Simone’s “I Want a Little Sugar In My Bowl.” Here, the stage 

manager offers performance as a site in which she can avoid being subjected to the discourses of 

power exercised through white supremacist hegemony. This dance performance ends with her on 

the hospital bed, taking the place of the white gay HIV positive man dying of AIDS. 

Carpenter then takes the position of the stage manager, and attempts to restore the 

narrative to its original trajectory that focused on the story of a white, gay male dying of 

HIV/AIDS. He demands that the stage manager resumes her position as the narrator of the piece. 

Carpenter, the former protagonist of the piece, now narrator, claims that he must resume his 

position as the protagonist, the white gay HIV positive dying man, in order to conclude the 

narrative arc of the piece. The “Second Health Care Worker” arrives to deny Carpenter his 

“desired martyrdom,” and claims that the shifting subjectivity of the HIV positive dying person 

illustrate that HIV/AIDS epidemic has become a pandemic in which white, gay, and male 

persons are no longer those most at risk of infection and thus are no longer sufficient to represent 

the crisis. Carpenter aptly discovers that he is indeed no longer able to “hold onto his own loss 

anymore”: sex and sexuality can not be contained by one individual, one subjectivity, but is 

shared amongst the infinite possibilities of the indefinite public. As the “Second Health Worker” 

claims, Carpenter can not continue to “hold us hostage” to the identity of the gay white man, 
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because many other stories, many other subjectivities, are now the site of the risks of HIV 

infection. 

The final scene continues to dissolve, thereby displacing the gay white male as the center 

of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The “Second Health Care Worker”, now in the role of the narrator, 

restores the scene to the beginning of the show, this time with the former stage manager/narrator 

in the place of the protagonist. Carpenter enters, this time in the role of the “Second Health Care 

Worker”, and he and the now-narrator act out the beginning scene of the piece, while the former 

stage manager/narrator in the place of the protagonist deviates from the script and dances to Nina 

Simone as she did moments earlier. The new protagonist, the former stage manager, who has 

danced out of the light that has established the hospital room yells to the two health care workers 

(the former “Second Health Care Worker” in the role of the narrator, and Carpenter now playing 

the “Second Health Care Worker”) that they have, in their efforts to act out the scene from earlier 

in the piece, stopped paying attention to her, their patient, once again highlighting how 

hegemonic structures of power often ignore or efface those subjectivities who do not represent 

the identities that are at the heart of that hegemony. The scene dissolves even further with the 

arrival of two more health care workers, one an Asian male, the other an Asian female, not yet 

seen in the course of the performance. Now there are three people dressed in lab coats, the 

original “Second Health Care Worker”, and the two additional cast members. They begin to 

recite the narration that began the show and in the place of the first words spoken by the original 

white male protagonist, they now say “I am here,” drawing our attention once again to the ways 

in HIV/AIDS has always affected, and now affects more than ever, subjectivities that are neither 

predominantly white, gay, or male. In the final moments, the original stage manager/narrator and 

Carpenter join the scene, both as the HIV positive hospital patient, both patients of all three 
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health care workers, and ask them “Has there been any progress?” All of this illustrates that 

sexual activity, in the age of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, fails to be contained within the private 

sphere, and that the stories presented to the public in the theater, fail to encompass every possible 

private, or we could say personal, contingency. 
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Conclusion 

 By providing both textual and performance analyses of Bareback Into the Sunset 

and My Queer Body, this project exposes how sex (re)presented in the public realm of the 

theater challenges the hegemonic division of public and private. This project also reveals 

how shame, when not considered as a necessarily negative affect, has the power to 

construct community and build coalitions. Having laid a strong foundation through an 

analysis of sex (re)presented in the public realm and the power of shame as produced 

through public performances of sex, many areas of inquiry are revealed to be available 

for generative research and examination in future. In what follows, I consider potential 

lines of inquiry that I could take up in future iterations of my project. 

 Further analysis of (re)presentations of sex and sexual activity in the public sphere 

should tackle hetero-normativity from the perspective of non-white subject positions. My 

project, explicitly at times and implicitly at others, examines the ways in which white 

male subjects perform and (re)present sex and sexual activity in the public sphere. 

Because the basis of my analysis of both My Queer Body and Bareback Into the Sunset 

stemmed from my own position as a white gay man, different methodologies would be 

required if I was to take up an analysis of sex (re)presented in public for non-white 

subject positions. Yet, where my analysis concentrated on issues of shame and the 

public/private divide for primarily white gay men, lines of inquiry  and appropriate 

methodologies that allow for focus on the relationship with sex and sexual activity in the 
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public sphere from the point of non-white queer communities and individuals is much 

needed. 

 My project's focus on male experiences and performances that consider sex in 

public invites a consideration of the relationship between women and transgendered 

individuals and their relationship with sex (re)presented in the public sphere. An area of 

further study that I think would yield provocative results would consider the lack of 

public spaces for queer women to have sex in public. The bathhouse and the backroom at 

many gay bars are common institutions in gay culture that offer men the opportunity to 

have sex outside of the private sphere, but these institutions are not common in lesbian 

culture. And so, not only would an analysis of instances of public sex as experiences and 

performed by women would build upon the work I have offered here and fill a lacuna 

established by my project, but an examination that considers why public sex is not as 

popular for other queer identities is also necessary. 

 In examining the hetero-normative divisions between public and private, my 

project also analyzed shame as an affect that is produced in acts of public sex. This 

analysis of shame evokes the possibility for a discussion concerning the relationship 

between shame, shamelessness, and sex in public in future iterations of my project. I 

claim that both My Queer Body and Bareback Into the Sunset offer performances of 

shame in the sense that the audience is meant to feel and understand that Miller's and 

Carpenter's performances and (re)presentations of sex in public are transgressive and 

subsequently inspire moments of averted gazes and blushed cheeks. As I've argued in 
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each of the chapters of my project, Miller forces his audience to confront their shame 

concerning their own body and fear of the queer body by sitting upon their laps naked; 

Carpenter highlights how the shame of public unsafe sex highlights the gay community 

as a sexual collective. Both these works, through an acute sense of discomfort, draw their 

audience's attention to the affect of shame. Other instances of performance that incite the 

audience to celebrate (re)presentations of sex in public outside of feeling shame are not 

discussed, but would yield positive and generative insight into the dimensions of shame 

as a product of public performances of sex. The work of Annie Sprinkle is an example of 

public performances of sex that privileges a celebration of the sexual body through 

shamelessness, rather than focusing on shame. For instance, when she invites her 

audience to get their photograph with her breasts draped on their heads, she is not forcing 

her audience to confront their assumed uncomfortable relationship with nudity, sexuality, 

and the division between public/private, but rather, she is encouraging her audience to 

celebrate the body and sex through their assumed interest and desire for bodies and sex. 

Her performance of shamelessness, and the culture of sex produced by an atmosphere of 

shamelessness, is an area of study I would be very interested in taking up in future 

scholarship. 

 An area that I would be eager to examine in future scholarship would also 

consider the realm of the internet as a public space where sex is (re)presented and 

practiced. This kind of examination would require a radical re-defining of performance, 

but would provide much insight into how sex in public is practiced in the gay community 
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today. Both the work of Tim Miller and Peter Carpenter tackle issues of HIV/AIDS and 

how public sex contributes to discourse around safer sex and the gay community, but 

these issues, though still remain relevant, do not take into consideration how the internet 

has impacted the sexual lives of gay men and challenged hegemonic understandings of 

the private and public sphere. 

 In tackling hetero-normative hegemony, my work has begun to challenge beliefs 

that sex is necessarily private and, by doing so, I hope that I've shored up critical 

opposition to the politics and aesthetics of such mainstream gay media like L Style G 

Style. I believe that relegating sex to the private sphere and considering shame as 

necessarily a negative affect has dire consequences for both the gay community as a 

whole, as well as LGBTQ individuals. There is still much work to be done in this line of 

scholarship, some of which I've outlined above. I think that considering LGBTQ 

sexualities and their positive relationship with shame and sex in public is a point of entry 

into challenging hetero-normative hegemonic divisions between public and private that 

hopefully will grant more freedom and prevent destructive behavior as a result of feeling 

shame for heterosexual individuals as well. An examination of 'swinger's clubs', 

organizations that offer heterosexual couples the opportunity to engage in polygamous 

sexual relationships, often in public spaces, is another line of interrogation that would aid 

in a project that counters hetero-normative hegemonic divisions between public and 

private. Considering that my project only began to dismantle the massive force of hetero-

normative hegemony, all points of attack are encouraged. 
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 I also hoped that you, the reader, are inspired to challenge the hetero-normative 

hegemonic divisions of public and private in your own sexual practice. Because the act of 

reading tends to cement the divide between the body and the mind, I end this project with 

a call to feel your body in time and space (is it a private space, or a public one?) and 

remember that, though this project was an intellectual one, having sex is an embodied and 

experiential way of knowing. I hope that my project both satisfied and challenged you 

intellectually, and I hope you heed the call of this conclusion and go on to have sex that 

satisfies and challenges you as well. 
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