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Feminist Futures 

Kelli Shermeyer

Edinburgh Festival Fringe, August 2–26, 2019, Edinburgh, Scotland. 

BUT the Future is only dark from outside
Leap into it—and it EXPLODES with Light

—Mina Loy, “Aphorisms on Futurism”

From the apocalyptic visions of Hieronymus Bosch and the manifestos of the 
Italian Futurists to Anne Washburn’s Mr. Burns, A Post-Electric Play or Jennifer 
Haley’s The Nether, humanity’s future has long provided rich material for 

cultural producers. Whether one imagines that we are on a long trajectory toward 
progress and utopia, a bullet train toward self-destruction, or deep in a cycle of 
birth, growth, decay, and renewal, contemporary art seems preoccupied with 
how to understand and face an uncertain future. In some sectors, Futurist dis-
course is remarkably anti-human. The visions of the Italian Futurists of the early 
twentieth century feel increasingly prescient as the movement’s most notorious 
attributes—namely its misogyny and fascist tendencies—resurface more visibly 
in contemporary culture, particularly in the glorification of war, patriotism, and 
a general “scorn for woman” that F.T. Marinetti first declared in 1909. 

Italian scholar Lucia Re argues that the use of anti-woman discourse, even if it 
was largely exaggerated for rhetorical flair, has left a lasting impact on our notions 
of avant-garde art. Other futurisms center on technology look to advancements 
in machine learning and development to overcome the limitations of the human 
mind and body and computing highly complex algorithms, perform research, and 
organize data more efficiently than humans ever could. For example, transhuman-
ists imagine what it would be like to upload our consciousness, thus ostensibly 
making human lifespans equal to that of the universe; in this case, the human, 
as we know it, will become extinct. 

But we might turn instead to feminist avant-garde artist Mina Loy, who, according 
to Re, “welcomed futurism as an invitation to creativity into a positive,  affirmative 



68  PAJ 125

view of life’s connection with art.”1 Or the work of the Neo-Futurists, who make 
fast, new theatre in ever-changing productions such as The Infinite Wrench. The 
emphasis on movement and dynamism that characterized Futurist painting are 
also familiar to cultural critics in the increasing interest in network analysis or 
Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of flows. In contemporary feminist theory, we 
might look to Karen Barad, whose book Meeting the Universe Halfway articulates a 
sophisticated vocabulary for describing the interactivity of material and discursive 
phenomena, how matter and meaning are inextricably linked. 

It’s in the spirt of thinkers like Loy, Haraway, and Barad that I viewed a series of 
feminist performances staged at the 2019 Edinburgh Festival Fringe. That year, 
the festival included over 3,500 productions in more than 300 venues across 
the city. While the festival had no specific theme, a number of the performances 
focused on women and envisioned futures focused on collaboration, intergen-
erational learning, and collective empowerment. Often engaging directly with 
feminist theory and exploring the relationships between women and the worlds 
they move in, these performances meditate on how humans might leverage the 
past to build a better, more collaborative future. 

Theatre Re’s Birth, directed by Guillaume Pigé, uses physical theatre storytell-
ing to explore one experience of women and their families that often remains 
hidden. Following a successful premiere at the London International Mime 
Festival, Birth explores how the experience of pregnancy loss reverberates across 
three generations of women. A diary and bustling dinner table serve as motifs 
that linked audiences to grandmother, mother, and daughter. The drama of the 
piece comes not from a breakdown in traditional family unity, but in the way 
the family lives whole-heartedly with one another even in the face of loss. As the 
women shared and read the diaries of those who came before, there was a sense 
of healing derived from the wisdom and experiences of other women. Ultimately, 
the piece ruminates on human fragility and treats the entire scope of the human 
experience—from pre-birth to death—with immense tenderness and dignity.

The most visceral aspects of loss were presented without any reference to lan-
guage. The performance made use of exhilarating tempo changes, moving 
quickly through various stages of life while slowing down to enable us to witness 
individual moments of larger significance. At times, a billowing sheet floated to 
cover the entire stage space, signifying the passage of time while allowing for 
lightning-fast entrances and exits that re-enchanted the mundane. Each reveal, 
even something as simple as a family dinner, became new and surprising. Birth 
turns the often unspeakable, yet all-too-common experience of pregnancy loss 
into an opportunity to connect with each other and find strength and healing 
in the fact that other women have walked this path before. In this way, the per-
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formance suggests a possible future for its central characters through a solidarity 
passed from mother to daughter.

Bryony Kimmings’s one-woman show, I’m a Phoenix, Bitch, directed by Kirsty 
Housely, also deals with loss and healing, taking audiences on a journey through 
the artist’s post-partum psychosis and post-traumatic stress after the birth and the 
subsequent illness of her son. The performance was structured around a therapeu-
tic technique for treating PTSD: reliving and retelling traumatic memories repeat-
edly until they are no longer as affecting. Whereas Birth traced the experience 
of loss across the lives of several women, Kimmings’s performance underscores 
how the self transforms and adapts to the conditions it experiences and endures. 
Kimmings first appeared in a wig and glittery dress meant to represent her former 
performance personas. But she quickly removed these markers of her past self 
and stored them in a box, as if packing away a part of herself. When fully lit, 
the stage revealed a variety of objects draped in cloth like one might associate 
with an abandoned house. Under each cloth were separate sets and costumes as 
sites for Kimmings to relive past memories. As she moved from set to set, she 
also transported a camera, recording herself singing in each environment. This 
live feed was projected onto a massive screen, so the audience could see both the 
polished effect of the set and costume, but also, if we looked back to the stage, 
the artifice of this self-presentation. This dual perspective served as a reminder 
that we bring our whole selves, including the people we have been before, to the 
process of healing. I’m a Phoenix, Bitch reveals a story about learning one’s own 
strength in the face of seemingly impossible circumstances, but it is also about 
the work of self-excavation and self-compassion.

Kimmings presented the experience of psychosis almost like being trapped in a 
horrific video game. In a white nightgown, she climbed to the top of a moun-
tainous set as projections changed around her, making it seem as though she 
was flying. 

Aside from her incredible stamina, Kimmings is a dramaturgically driven per-
former. She works from a question: “How does one fly instead of drown when 
dealing with trauma?”2 For her, recording messages for her son to listen to in 
the future, performing strength training, and learning to challenge the critical 
voice in her own head (represented by a deep-voiced man) become strategies 
for survival that she can carry forward, even when the future remains unclear. 
The performance itself reflects the ways the artist has progressed through her 
own self-treatment: “I process my shit first, then I make art about it.” Ultimately, 
the performance frames Kimmings’s experience with post-partum depression 
as a journey to the underworld and a struggle for strength in the face of an 
unknown future. 
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Bryony Kimmings, I’m a Phoenix, Bitch, Pleasance Courtyard, 2019. Photo: The Other Richard.

Theatre Re, Birth, Pleasance Courtyard, 2019. Photo: Pamela Raith Photography.
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Julia Croft and Nisha Madhan, Working on My Night Moves, Summerhall, 2019.  

Photo: Andi Crown Photography.

Tamsin Shasha and Maisy Taylor, Everything I See I Swallow, Summerhall, 2019.  

Photo: Ambar Dandrea Photography.
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If Kimmings’s audiences were held in a net of safety, performance artist Lucy 
McCormick’s Post Popular (directed by Ursula Martinez) feels a little like an 
anxious fever dream. “I do historical re-enactments” she tells us, and this time, 
she’s performing vignettes featuring four famous women in history: Eve, Boudica, 
Florence Nightingale, and Anne Boleyn. Her performance is a send-up of both 
patriarchal history and performance as “collaboration.” McCormick’s persona 
is delightfully narcissistic, and the work teemed with literal mess: dirt, sweat, 
candy, and two entire ketchup bottles. Post Popular was performed in a lecture 
hall where the neat rows of seating and proscenium were initially disarming, sug-
gesting a safe distance in what McCormick described as a “participatory show.” 
But the artist found other ways of making the audience feel uncomfortable with 
the help of her heroically poker-faced dancers, Samir Kennedy and Rhys Hollis, 
who were there to “fill out the scenes.” Fast, brutal, and in deliberately bad taste 
(including rimming, ketchup used as fake blood, pleather thigh-high boots, and 
bad wigs), Post Popular shows off McCormick’s incredible dramaturgical precision 
and physicality. For example, in the Boudica vignette, she climbed up the lecture 
hall chairs in between our heads, yelling against loud, angry music to create an 
image of female rage. While the performance ultimately concluded that women 
must search for the heroes inside themselves (literally and figuratively), the trash 
that covered the stage at the end of the performance reminded us that looking 
to ourselves for empowerment and meaning can be a lonely and messy process.

Whereas these first few performances were feminist in practice, traversing the 
inner worlds, experiences, and histories of women, Everything I See I Swallow is 
feminist in theory—an exploration of clashing perspectives on the role of sexual-
ity and objectification in feminist thought. At the outset, performer Maisy Taylor 
was suspended in the air in a Shibari tie, a Japanese art of bondage. The audience 
walked past her as we found our seats in a steeply-raked demonstration room. 
Taylor was constricted but seemingly peaceful and balanced as her weight was 
held by a complex series of knots. The rope tying, as well as the intricate aerial 
work by Taylor and collaborator Tamsin Shasha, functions as an embodiment 
of the dialectic of freedom and restriction. Developed jointly by Shasha and 
Taylor and directed by Helen Tennison, Everything I See I Swallow begins with a 
question: when did you realize that your body wasn’t entirely yours? It moves to 
further raise the issue of how women might reclaim themselves in a landscape 
that’s utterly toxic for female pleasure and bodily autonomy. Taylor and Shasha 
explored these questions through playing a daughter and mother at odds with 
the role that sex and bondage might play in the struggle for liberation. Is using 
one’s body for pleasure through casual sex or to gain power through social media 
followers confronting the structures of gender inequality in a meaningful way? 
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During their arguments, mother and daughter ran through a litany of famous 
quotes by feminists from Angela Carter to Caitlin Moran, each tracing her posi-
tion through the lineage of women thinkers. The end of the piece was a powerful 
sequence of partner work between mother and daughter as they support each 
other as they are suspended in the air. This final movement was suggestive of a 
more feminist future through cooperation and vulnerability within the search 
for bodily autonomy in a world that does so much to restrict women’s move-
ment and pleasure. 

Julia Croft and Nisha Madhan’s Working on My Night Moves, directed by Madhan, 
imagines a feminist futurism undertaken through the reorganization and real-
location of space through the blending of human and non-human forms. The 
performance began with the audience walking into the playing space, though 
entry was slightly blocked by a curtain covered with twinkling lights, which the 
actor adjusts and eventually dismantles. On a figurative level, the tapestry recalled 
a typical image of the night sky: beautiful but distant, somewhat flat, cyclical 
and predictable. The dismantling of this image emphasized the contingency of 
our typical models for making sense of things as large as the universe. What 
audiences see “beyond the curtain,” the first of several Wizard of Oz references in 
the performance, is a universe disorganized, dangerous, and multi-dimensional: 
a massive pile of chairs and lighting elements take up one corner, and other 
flotsam and jetsam spread across the theatre space. The action of the piece was 
deceptively simple on the surface: Croft reorganized the materials on stage, 
hanging up lighting, furniture and costumes, to create a new kind of star map. 

The most exciting moments in the production come when Croft uses everyday 
materials such as balloons or tin foil to create appendages to her own body, 
changing and amplifying the possibilities for personal movement in the space. 
Her dances were beautiful and seemed essential to the task of constructing a 
new future world where human and nonhuman could play together, enacting 
Karen Barad’s concept of material-discursive intra-activity whereby “connections 
and formed and reformed, not in space and time but in the very configuring and 
reconfiguring of spacetimematter.”3 Working on My Night Moves reminds audiences 
that “knowing does not come from standing at a distance and representing, but 
rather from direct material engagement with the world.”4

It’s this focus on direct material engagement with the world that connects the 
performances included here, but a few of the hundreds of shows fueled by women 
creators at the festival. Drawing massive concepts of time, history, freedom, and 
cosmos into the bodies of individual women, each performance builds on a 
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feminist mythos rich with intra-activity between women and the world of things 
that surround them. Women are “the centre,” as Mina Loy writes in “Parturition,” 
“. . . absorbed/ into/ The was—is—ever—shall—be/ of cosmic reproductivity.” 
The world without end is the world of women.
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