“We were all women”: Performing Violence and Sexuality on the Western Front, 1914-1918
In his Magnitudes of Performance, Richard Schechner designates two classes of
performances: those where participants and spectators know a performance is going on,
and those where there is ignorance or doubt regarding whether or not a performance is
occurring. Discovering soldier documents from the Great War, | suggest a third class: one in
which both participants and spectators know that an event is not a performance, yet who
live, photograph, and narrate it as performance. Here is soldier praxis: performance's
transgressive potential mobilized to create a moral and amoral solidarity. As Victor Turner
articulated it "By their performances shall ye know them." My sites of research are
uncensored and unpublished soldier photographs and scripts. Through thousands of images
I've searched for the disruptive acting-out at the front that burlesques the atrocity of the
war and the complexity of combatant sexuality. Alongside these images, soldier "trench-
scripts" speak a disorderly, ranting, funny, filthy, raw "pre-tale" of soldier life. By reading
photograph and text together, and both as performance, | cross borders of disciplines to
troll a dissident archive whose contents are a revelation for both war historiography and the
ever-expanding purview of performance.
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