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In David Ives’s masterful Venus in Fur, a playwright offers an actress a beverage
as she auditions for a role in his new play:
THOMAS.

Do you want some coffee? There’s still some made,

though it’s probably tar by now. I can pour you some. Do
you want some? What?
VANDA.

You’re not coming on to me, are you, Tom?

THOMAS.

No⎯I just wanted to know if you wanted some

coffee.
VANDA.

Is it “symbolic coffee”?

THOMAS.

No, it’s real coffee. It’s live coffee.

VANDA.

You think your wife would approve of you offering

me some real, live coffee?
THOMAS.

(Pouring two cups of coffee.) I’m not married. (27)

This exchange, though initially intriguing and witty on its own accord, will end up
serving as metonym for the play’s fascination with truth, representation, and sensory
experience. As Thomas and Vanda role-play sequences from the former’s adaptation of
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Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s classic exploration of sadomasochism, it is eventually
revealed that Vanda is not, in fact, an out-of-work actress, but rather a manifestation of a
vengeful divine being, a swirling mixture of the Greek divinities Dionysus and
Aphrodite. In the play’s riveting climax (if you’ll pardon the pun for a text so erotically
fixated), she holds a knife to Thomas’s throat as he cowers in front of her in a leather dog
collar:
VANDA.
We dance to the glory of the gods!
We dance to the glory of Dionysus!
Hail, the Bacchae!
Hail, the Bacchae!
Hail, you brave women of Thebes!
(Lightning and thunder, louder. She goes to the door and
locks it [ )…]
THOMAS.

Who are you?

VANDA.

You know who I am. Now say it. Say it. (51-2)

Like the fluid poured from Thomas’s coffeemaker into the paper cups onstage, Vanda is
not symbolic, but rather an instance of something that is “real” and “live.” And yet within
the narrative of Venus in Fur, she also stands for the ultimate in both “realness” and
“liveness”: a true transcendental signifier. In these final moments of the play, Thomas
experiences the ne plus ultra of the real, and his psychic (and possibly bodily⎯the play is
ambiguous on this point) dissolution is the result.
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Given the emphasis on the fluidity of role-playing and erotic experience in Venus
in Fur, it is hardly coincidental that Vanda uses the acts of both drinking and seducing in
order to ruminate on the murky divisions between the represented, the actual, the
corporeal, the symbolic, and the real. The Canadian singer-songwriter Hawksley
Workman and theatre artist Christian Barry also rely on these actions⎯though,
importantly, the action of drinking alcoholic beverages, and not Thomas and Vanda’s
viscous coffee⎯to even greater effect in their The God That Comes, a cabaret-style
deconstruction of Euripides’s The Bacchae.
Since 2013 up until the past year, Workman and 2b theatre company have been
touring his latest piece to different theatres and arts festivals in the United States, Canada,
Scotland, Denmark, the Netherlands and New Zealand (“Past Tours”). The God That
Comes is a one-man cabaret show that adapts The Bacchae in startling, disorienting, and
performative ways. Workman slides effortlessly through the play’s roles with simple prop
changes to delineate the different characters (e.g. a “red feather boa” and lipstick for
Dionysus, a “military captain’s hat” for Pentheus, and a “wig of long white hair” for
Agave, called “the Mother” in the script [Workman and Barry 31]) in his adaptation of the
myth. The gender-bending, queer Dionysus, who appears in human form “strum[ming] a
ukelele and rid[ing] a tiger in skinny jeans” (Nestruck, “The God That Comes”), is
introduced in the lyrics to the comic song “Uke-uke-lady boy”:
Uke Uke lady boy
You bat your eyes so shy and coy-ish
Kinda girlish kinda boyish
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All future references to Workman and Barry’s script will cite only page numbers.
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Uke uke lady boy […]
Tell me have you seen my lord
His fellowship of lust and joy
The very sight of him intoxicates you
And makes you want to walk a talk a look a like a smoke a hooka little
lick a /
maybe sucka
You could use a uke uke Uke uke uke…
[…]
Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the, coming of the…Lord!
(13-4)
This piece’s description of the enthrallment Dionysus produces in both willing followers
(i.e. the Bacchants) and those he forcibly possesses (i.e. the Maenads, and, eventually,
Pentheus) is both humourous and disturbing, and distorts the lyrics and melodies of both
hymns (e.g. “Have You Seen Jesus, My Lord?”) and national/military anthems (e.g. “The
Battle Hymn of the Republic”). The song’s lengthy line about the effects of the god’s
power is stuffed full of barely intelligible nonsense terms (i.e. “walk a talk a look a like”
etc.) and sonically recreates the psychic dissolution those in his thrall experience; the
intoxicated hordes are unable to even form words.
Workman’s production is a thoroughly postmodern adaptation of Euripides’s
work. It mixes together recycled, recognizable signifiers in order to emphasize and
comment upon the relation between inebriation, queerness, and sensory experience. From
its very beginning, the piece emphasizes the closeness between the performance space
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and the audience, and then swiftly begins to blur the line between the two. The text states
that during the preshow “the sounds of audience chatter are heard through the P.A.” and
this direction is followed by the instruction “Maybe also distant sounds of a small
orchestra warming up” (1). After a drumroll, Workman is found centre stage, lit by a
“circular vaudeville follow-spot” (1); the performer tells the audience: “Ladies and
Gentlemen. Welcome. / This part isn’t the show: It’s just the set-up for the show. /
So…This is an old story. / It’s Greek” (1; emphasis added).
This is, of course, disingenuous. All elements of the performance space and
theatrical machinery (e.g. the “lush red velour curtains” [1], the recorded audience
chatter, the vaudeville lighting, even Workman himself) are the show. Though on a
surface level, the line presumably means that the brief and comic summary of The
Bacchae’s plot points that follows the introduction serves as a prologue to The God That
Comes, Workman’s distinction between what is and what isn’t “the show” serves a
deeper purpose. It stresses the theme of possession⎯and that the audience members
themselves are at risk of becoming part of that aforementioned fellowship of lust and joy.
Now that they have “come” to the show, they must prepare for the coming of a god…or,
at least, an experience during which they will commune with something like a god.2
And the play will rely upon quite specific vehicles for that experience. For
immediately before the Invocation (the song “You Know What It Is…”), Workman qua
Emcee speaks two of the piece’s most crucial lines: “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome.
We invite you to raise a glass to the God of Wine” (2; emphasis added). In other words,
2

Workman’s punning on the word “come,” with its dual meanings of both approach and orgasm, is one of
the most comic moments of stage business in the piece. During the prologue at the performance I attended,
the refrain about the God becoming manifest to people (e.g. “If you pray to him, in the right way, at the
right time, he comes” [1-2; emphasis in the original]) was accompanied by the sound effect of a bicycle
horn.
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as with most cabaret performances, audience members are directly encourage to imbibe
alcohol during the performance. The God That Comes ensures that audience members
will themselves literally partake in the irresistible pleasures of queerness and drinking
that the play depicts as both real and psychically dismantling.
Before turning to Workman and Barry’s adaptation, however, it is important to
explore the source text with which the theatre artists are working. Consider that The
Bacchae, one of the foundational texts of drama, not only contains a version of a queer
and intoxicated figure, but makes the connection between repeated intoxication and
seemingly maniacal sex perversion into the play’s guiding conceit. Produced
posthumously at the City Dionysia in 405 BCE, The Bacchae at first appears to reinforce
the binary of perversion/norm through the bodies of its respective protagonists, the god
Dionysus and Pentheus, ruler of Thebes. Pentheus is described as a “young man of
athletic build, dressed in traditional Greek dress” (214 s.d.), while Dionysus is “of soft,
even effeminate, appearance” with a “beardless” face and “long blond curls” (1 s.d.). A
recent adapataion by David Grieg for the National Theatre of Scotland, for example,
starred Alan Cumming in the role of Dionysus—a decidedly queer actor whose body is
haunted by androgynous, eroticized roles such as the Emcee in the Broadway production
of Cabaret (see Fig. 1 on page 7). However, before long this rigid binary between the two
characters begins to dissolve, which is subtly hinted at in the homoerotic undertones in
Pentheus’s dialogue when he first comes face to face with his adversary, disguised as a
follower of Dionysus rather than the god himself:
So,
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Fig. 1: Alan Cumming as Dionysus in the National Theatre of Scotland's The Bacchae. Used with
Permission.

you are attractive, stranger, at least to women—
which explains, I think, your presence here in Thebes.
Your curls are long. You do not wrestle, I take it.
And what fair skin you have—you must take care of it—
no daylight complexion; no, it comes from the night
when you hunt Aphrodite with your beauty.3 (453-58; emphasis in the
original)
His remarks about Dionysus’s gender non-conforming appearance (i.e. his long hair; his
3

In accordance with MLA style, I have here attempted to recreate the line spacing from William
Arrowsmith’s published version of The Bacchae.
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fair, sheltered skin, his girlish beauty) importantly both register the character’s queerness
and foreshadow Pentheus’s own descent into the god’s thrall of excess.
Initially, though, Pentheus becomes obsessed with the activities of the all-female
Maenads, a group of women in the throes of Dionysian madness:
[R]eports reached me of some strange mischief here,
stories of our women leaving home to frisk
in mock ecstasies among the thickets on the mountain […]
[i]n their midst stand bowls brimming with wine.
And then, one by one, the women wander off to hidden nooks where they
serve the lusts of men. (216-18, 220-22; emphasis added)
Pentheus’s voyeuristic desire to see these bizarre Dionysian revels is matched only by his
revulsion, terror, and hatred: he is “sorry to see [the women] drunk,” yet he craves
witnessing their “obscene disorder” (815, 232).
And this voyeuristic desire, of course, forms part of a larger need: Pentheus’s
anxieties about the women’s activities are a result of his fear and jealousy that they have
located a pathway to some form of an essential truth or real. These anxieties are mirrored
by those present in the audience: all of us yearn for some form of the transcendental real.
(Hence the Chorus’s repeated comment that “blessèd are those who know the mysteries
of god” [73].) It is important to note, however, that historically the genre of theatre has
placed a great deal of emphasis upon these particular methods—alcohol-induced havoc
and queer sexual practices—for obtaining or accessing such an experience of the real.
As The Bacchae demonstrates all too clearly, however, this experience of the real
often has a cost. The Maenads of the Theban hillsides are clearly juxtaposed with
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Pentheus, a symbol of sober, structured, heteronormativity: queerness is hence figured as
a dismantling, transgressive, and insatiable thirst for something more, something other.
The disorder that Dionysus foments—though, crucially, does not partake in himself⎯is
an othering pleasure that appears to liquidate subjectivity. Halfway through the play, a
herdsman from Mount Cithaeron arrives with a shocking message:
One woman
struck her thyrsus against a rock and a fountain
of cool water came bubbling up. Another drove
her fennel in the ground, and where it struck the earth,
at the touch of god, a spring of wine poured out.
[…] With one voice they cried aloud:
“O Iacchus! Son of Zeus!” “O Bromius!” they cried
until the beasts and all the mountain seemed
wild with divinity. […]
And at this we fled
and barely missed being torn to pieces by the women.
(703-707, 724-27, 733-34; emphasis in the original)
I quote at length from this section in order to demonstrate how the Messenger’s
description of the Maenads’ actions in the mountains blends fluid and sexualized imagery
with collective frenzied bloodlust.4 The wild women cease to have any sense of
themselves and their individual subjectivities: drunk with both wine and the god’s power,
they cry with one voice and converge as a cohesive force in order to destroy
4

Workman’s adaptation highlights both the violence and the eroticism of the Maenads’ behaviour under
Dionysus via its emphasis upon bodily fluids: “Sometimes [the god] wants to break things […] He wants
the people to lose themselves. / He wants their bodies to drip” (4; emphasis added).
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“[e]verything in sight” (753).
The Messenger’s narration of their collective delirium sets the scene for
Dionysus’s onstage possession of Pentheus. Euripides ensures that the audience is able to
“drink in” the sight of the entranced Pentheus, cross-dressed as a Maenad. Pentheus’s
gender non-conforming costume signifies his newfound queerness, while his dazed state
and peculiar dialogue with Dionysus about his transvestite appearance makes clear that
he has lost his sense of self:
(Enter Pentheus from the palace. He wears a long linen dress which
partially conceals his fawn-skin. He carries a thyrsus in his hand; on
his head he wears a wig with long blond curls bound by a snood. He is
dazed and completely in the power of the god who has now possessed
him.)
DIONYSUS.

Why,

you look exactly like one of the daughters of Cadmus. […]
PENTHUS. (coyly primping) Do I look like anyone?
Like Ino or my mother Agave?
DIONYSUS.

So much alike

I almost might be seeing one of them. (915 s.d., 925-27)
Dionysus’s power has the ability to dissolve boundaries that initially seemed rigid, and
Pentheus’s transformation provides the spectator with the opportunity to see this
dissolution in the flesh.
The effect is profound. The viewer must scopically take in (is, in a sense,
unconsciously seeded with) the sight of Pentheus’s queer, drunken body—a body which
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until this point in the play was used to represent traditional gender and (hetero)sexual
expression—and he or she is then forced to both identify and disidentify at the same time.
Spectators simultaneously experience a type of “diagnostic” disgust or modified pity,
through witnessing a character who is unlike them via his or her transgression or
perversion, as well as fear, by identifying a “man [character] like ourselves” (Aristotle
76). In my dissertation, Parched: The Queer Alcoholic on the Modern American Stage,
1940-1970, I have referred to this process as “dis/identification.” I argue that the process
of dis/identification destabilizes the audience member’s own sense of him or herself, and
in ways that are not unlike those of alcohol or queer sex. It is a way of experiencing a
liquidation of subjectivity via proxy, and it is simultaneously pleasurable and terrifying.
Pentheus’s downfall in Euripides’s The Bacchae demonstrates that the malleable
component topoi of queer intoxication have existed since the start of drama.
Workman’s re-staging of The Bacchae in The God That Comes is dependent upon
audience members participating in precisely the same othering pleasures that are depicted
through the narrative of Dionysus and Pentheus. It is highly likely that many people are
drinking alcohol, as a result of the play’s cabaret format and the invitation to drink from
Workman during the prologue. And they will participate in voyeuristically watching
Workman’s transvestism as he performs both Agave (the Mother) and Pentheus (the
King) dressing as a Maenad in order to watch the Bacchanalian revels.
Workman’s own persona assists in the blurring of the borders between the
symbolic, the real, and the actual. His pseudo-celebrity status—he has remained
throughout his career, after all, an independent Canadian musician, songwriter, producer,
and performer—assists in this disorientation of the audience’s perceptions. As Marvin
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Carlson explains at length in his groundbreaking The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as
Memory Machine, signs, particularly in the theatre, have the tendency to accrue different
meanings over time and to carry them from one context to another: his particular
description of this process is “ghosting” (8-9ff). Audience members who are familiar
with Workman’s career will carry different associations with them as they watch The
God That Comes: his gender non-conformity in artwork from albums such as
Lover/Fighter, for example (see Fig. 2 on the following page), or the hard-partying, glam
rock star persona he has cultivated in the lyrics to songs such as “Striptease,” “Smoke
Baby,” or “When You Gonna Flower?” He is already ghosted by his connections to
queerness and intoxication in a number of ways, and these meanings sluice and mix with
the meanings created by his performance of the characters in The God That Comes.
Layers of representation and symbolism melt together. Nevertheless, the audience is not
allowed to forget that Hawksley Workman is actually appearing before them in the flesh;
it is that very body that we have seen elsewhere in music videos, in promotional
materials, in interviews with media such as CBC’s Q, and, perhaps, at the musician’s own
rock concerts. Here again Workman’s Prologue functions to conflate notions of the
symbolic, the real, and imaginary.
The God That Comes, like The Bacchae before it, is a meditation on presence and
embodiment, and its depictions and narrations of the “coming” of a divine essence work
to make audience members question the existence of any form of truth or the real. In his
Bodied Spaces: Phenomenology and Performance in Contemporary Drama, scholar
Stanton B. Garner, Jr. explains how the very medium of theatre destabilizes participants’
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Fig. 2: Cover Art for Workman's 2003 Album Lover/Fighter

understandings of their surroundings and themselves:
[S]urely few environments reward a […] phenomenological approach
more richly than the theater. […] Chief among these destabilizing features
of the theater is the bifurcated mode-of-presence characteristic of the
theatrical field itself. To borrow Konstantin Stanislavsky’s term, theater
originates in the “as if,” in a transformational act through which the
illusionistic is called into being by, and (in part) supplants, the “present”
field and its elements. Theater hinges on the partial occlusion of the
presentational by the representational, the actual by the virtual […T]he
entire field of performance subject to a mimetic play where everything is
always other than what it is, where the object in its actuality is seized and
taken over by what is not there. (39-40)
With Workman and Barry’s The God That Comes, this “tak[ing] over by what is not
there” is made even more complex: self-reflexively, Workman’s performance attempts to
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foment in audience members the psychic states of inebriation and sexual excitation by
depicting characters who are themselves drunk and aroused. The performance forces
them to dis/identify with drunk and queer figures such as Agave and Pentheus; they are
seduced into attempting to identify and distinguish between their myriad sensory
experiences, the performer’s actual physical body, the represented characters on stage,
and the concept of a transcendental truth or real, even as all of these elements continue to
swirl together.

Fig. 3: Workman Performing in The God That Comes. Note the Lipstick and Boa.

In my dissertation I focused on models of addiction in American theatre and
culture by examining the figure of the medicalized queer alcoholic. The queer alcoholic
makes a startling number of appearances in Broadway tragedies between 1940 and 1970,
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and it seemed logical to make it the main object of study given the United States’s
lengthy history of pathologizing—and then linking—repeated inebriation and nonnormative sexual practices. I focused on how twentieth-century American theatre came to
be marked by a binary of what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has theorized as an absolute
binary of voluntarity/compulsion (136). Nonetheless, leaving the issue of pathologization
aside, I believe that a show like The God That Comes demonstrates that Canadian queer
theatre artists are becoming increasingly interested in questioning access to the real via
performances involving alcohol and queer behaviours. I will end this paper with a brief
discussion (one I hope to expand upon during our roundtable) of Halifax’s DaPoPo
theatre company and their piece The Drinking Game.

Fig. 4: GaRRy Williams and Ann Noël During a Performance of The Drinking Game
at the Café Remise in the Freies Museum, Berlin. Used with Permission.
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The Drinking Game would appear to reject the questioning of access to the real
that can be observed in both The Bacchae and The God That Comes. The set-up for the
piece is deceptively simple: two performers must agree to consume at least two alcoholic
beverages before they play a “game” in front of an audience. The performers must also
promise to approach the piece with a spirit of radical honesty and openness. A “Live
Dramaturgy Team” works during the performance to supply the performers with
questions (which the performers have not heard ahead of time) and interrupt and obstruct
the piece via projections, live video feed, sound effects, music, dance, and audience
requests (“DaZine 1/10”). Audience members are frequently and enthusiastically
encouraged to drink, and the questions to the performers can often involve sexual
elements or dimensions (e.g. “The Mae West,” during which performers were asked to
attempt to seduce others [“DaZine 1/10”]). The Drinking Game has involved a large
number of different performers and venues, and has toured widely.
With The Drinking Game DaPoPo takes the Latinate phrase in vino veritas to its
utter limit: the company claims that the piece is in fact not theatre, but rather an
experiment in truth and honesty. In a zine about the piece titled “DaZine 1/10” distributed
by DaPoPo, performer Michael Gaty claims, “The Drinking Game is not theatre [;…t]he
game brings so much truth to an audience that it can be overwhelming, as both a
participant and a viewer.” In Gaty’s statement one again recognizes how an experience of
the real is thought to be psychically dismantling, even if only for a moment: it
“overwhelms” both performer and audience member. However, DaPoPo’s manifesto for
the piece somewhat perplexingly stresses the element of playacting involved in the piece,
stating, “We will perform with and for one another; / We will attempt to be truthful and
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authentic” (emphasis added). Regardless of how DaPoPo classifies the piece’s relation to
an essential truth or real, the piece certainly attempts to engage audience members in
what Phelan has theorized as the perpetual present of performance (146).
Nick Bottomley, a performer and designer for the piece, insisted that some
iterations of The Drinking Game have been positively revelatory experiences. During an
interview, he singled out one in which performance artist GaRRy Williams played the
game with his own mother, visual artist Ann Noël (see Fig. 4 on page 15). Their
interactions, Bottomley recounted, felt utterly and radically truthful: other audience
members commented the performance seemed to push past sensory experience into that
aforementioned something more, that something other. It would appear that this desire for
an experience of “realness,” “liveness,” and/or “truth”—one that is either accessed or
amplified via inebriation and a queer erotics, and is marked by a form of pleasurable
terror— is still surging from within audience members and artists.
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