Personal Appearance – Performing Self


Cindy Baker
Eponymously Yours

With a professional mascot costume of myself, I am traveling across the continent and around the world making personal appearances as Cindy Baker. In this project, my persona’s similarity to other cuddly and approachable characters will function to erase social barriers and encourage physical contact and play, as well as the building of emotional bonds; it will therefore allow me further and more complex access to my ongoing project of studing people through allowing them to study me. I will have the opportunity to watch the world from a safe emotional (if not physical) distance, exaggerating and simplifying myself for ease of examination and scrutiny by the public. 

In my mascot costume, I go places Cindy Baker would go, do things Cindy Baker would do, in an attempt to gather Cindy Baker experiences and develop Cindy Baker habits, through interacting with those who know Cindy Baker best, at professional gatherings, social events, work. And I take the show on the road, continuing to do typically Cindy Baker-like things, but around those who know me only superficially or not at all; meeting new people and letting them get to know me as I get to know them. 

Reasonable Facsimile

This is a project about performing oneself - about being sheltered yet vulnerable, plain yet larger-than-life, on display and yet invisible, immersed yet removed. It's funny but creepy, in the same way that clowns are, but also in that no one can be certain that it's me inside; (in this project it might be considered very important for the viewer to know if it is me, since it changes the meaning significantly if it is not me inside – but I will give them no clue.)

The idea of “performing self” is related to issues of gender construction and usually refers to expected gendered behaviour. While this project is not primarily about the performance of gender roles, it is about the performance of expectations based on one’s persona in any given situation.

How does one perform a caricature of themselves? The answer of course is that we do it every time we go out; we may be ourselves, but we are not only ourselves; we are representatives of ourselves, hyper-people. The more socializing we do, the more developed is this persona; more refined, more false in that we smooth out the edges, remove the anomalies.

But this persona-building informs the self and affects who the person is. How will I change after spending days surrounded by people, people I might know well, but in complete silence; a spectacle ignored?

Instead of being ‘just me’ this is “hyper-me” while being not me at all. This is the pinnacle of performing self, because nothing about the performance is ACTUALLY me; it all merely resembles me.

By becoming a caricature, I am automatically more loveable, fun, approachable and literally larger than life.

By becoming a caricature of Cindy Baker, I nurture the myth of the character of that person/persona that  Iconstantly examine and toy with through my own practice. 

By becoming Cindy Baker, I discover and unpack what makes me me – or, more accurately, what makes me appear to be me.

So, while I’m performing a character that is recognizably me (in what I look like, what I do, where I go, how I act), it’s also recognizably a mascot that conforms to the role of a mascot (in what it looks like, the way it moves and communicates).

Since my performances always make a statement about my body, whether I intend it or not, through this performance, I simultaneously play into that notion (through the presence of my exaggerated and caricaturized body), and refute it (by hiding my actual body for the duration of the performance.)

Hot in Here

The last few years have seen a rash of fatsuit performances on TV and in the movies. It has been suggested that fatness is the final political correctness frontier – the one ‘ism’ that remains largely unrecognized by the mainstream. These portrayals of falsified fatness, such as the fat Gwenyth Paltrow in Shallow Hal or the more recent Eddie Murphy as the title character AND his fat girlfriend in Norbit, prove that the very idea of fatness can still elicit a laugh. This performance allows me to be the fat girl in the fatsuit; my attempt at understanding what it must be like to be able to take off the fatsuit at the end of the day, like all the crying daytime talkshow hosts after their social and ratings-grabbing experiments into the world of fatness. 

What Not to Wear

With an assortment of clothing, Cindy Baker is like a Giantess Barbie – interchangeable personas with each new uniform. Look, it’s Conference Cindy, in her thoughtfully kooky yet vaguely professional outfit. Oh, it’s Weekend Cindy, in that mumu that goes from bedroom to garden to grocery store, and then out bowling! Now it’s Performance Artist Cindy in another impossible to peg ensemble that helps define her as an artist whose work addresses relevant social concerns and as a fun-loving person with a devil-may-care attitude! 

Dissemination 

Because the mascot, my chosen mode for this performance, is typically used as a tool for promotion, this project will function doubly as public relations and actual performance. I will walk a thin line between being as truly myself as I can, and following standard guidelines of successful and appropriate mascot behaviour. 
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