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Warning: Over 18 only. This show contains adult themes, nudity and explicit images.
In 1996 I travelled to New York to meet and spend time with the author, raconteur and professional homosexual Quentin Crisp. My ambition was to produce a new theatre work that took Crisp’s infamous autobiography

‘The Naked Civil Servant’ as its’ starting point. Wishing to explore issues around disobedience and liberty I saw Quentin as a forerunner to many of the then queer / postgay identities of the day. Crisp had always run the gauntlet of public disapproval and at the time of our meeting I wrote of him “I have seen the face of a parent”.

Civil premiered in 1996 and I went on to perform it as a solo work around the world. Since Quentin’s sad death the performance has only been seen once. Undeniably the emphasis of the piece has now shifted, and a work that initially set out to explore shared aspirations and joint activism now inevitably reads as a series of images and ideas placed in relation to notions of legacy.

To embrace and further this new imposed reading, I made the decision to pass on the performance – constructed around my own body, experiences and beliefs – to another performer. This, in turn, began to raise questions of how someone else interprets and inhabits the piece - how the images and concerns of the work ‘fi t’ elsewhere, and what this new inheritance might mean.

When watching Civil it is important to remember that the piece is 10 years old. Aside from one change of music I have kept the work exactly as it was first performed, albeit by someone other than myself. Of course the past decade has brought about a great number of changes, not least in the development of performance, the rights of queer people, and the advent of new technologies.

And so whilst Civil is not a museum piece aspects of it are undeniably more common place onstage than when it was made, indeed elements of the performance can now be seen as dated. But I find a sense of liberation in knowing and accepting this.

In many ways the work is absolutely of its time, yet in not changing it I’ve been able to reassess with some distance the motivation of the work, to again explore its original intentions and specific agendas. This is still a work about liberty and disobedience. And whilst it also, perhaps inevitably, now reads as an obituary for Quentin, Civil remains a work about activism and the power of the individual to create change.

Robert Pacitti
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Civil is dedicated to the memory of Quentin Crisp.
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