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1

Zombie time

Sickness, performance, and the living dead

Decadence refers to a process of falling or flowing away from an 
established order or hierarchy, often in ways that stylize and refine decay 
by luxuriating in its putrid bounty. Decadence falls and flows through 
time and anticipates endings, giving it a crepuscular quality – hence its 
affiliation with the fin de siècle. This gives decadence an apocalyptic flavour, 
but decadence also makes space for revelling or languishing in endings – 
including those things we might wish to bring to an end, cultivating a 
taste for their defilement – and anticipates forms of doing and not doing 
that might come after the end. This makes performance as a time-based 
art a particularly interesting forum for exploring the temporal qualities 
of decadence. Performance is an entropic art of making and unmaking, 
disappearing and haunting, ending only to be reanimated again, in one 
form or another, night after night.

This chapter explores the chronic qualities of decadence in performance 
by turning to the work of an ‘artist who believes he’s a zombie’, as the BBC 
put it in a sensational headline: the British live artist Martin O’Brien.1 How 
do zombies experience the passing of time? What do they have to say about 
‘good’ uses of time – about diligence and labour, for instance, or career 
ambitions? Do they mind that their bodies are decomposing, and what do 
they make of one another’s decay? Are they concerned by the apocalypse 
they are said to inhabit? There are a number of artist-zombies who could 
have been asked in exploring these questions – like Jenny Lawson and her 
strategies for ‘becoming zombie’, Claire Hind and Gary Winters with their 
embodiments of the dead, or any number of flesh-eaters performing in 
immersive zombie experiences and protests.2 However, I opted for O’Brien 
because of the different ways in which his work engages with the chronic 
as both time and illness, and because of the relevance of his practice to this 
book’s overarching concern with decadence and the ends of capitalism.

All of O’Brien’s work is grounded in his experience of living with cystic 
fibrosis (CF) beyond the age of thirty, which he was told would mark the 
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26 Staging Decadence

likely span of his life. O’Brien is not the first to embrace CF as a stimulus 
for performance. He is working in the shadow of Bob Flanagan, who died of 
the disease in 1996. Flanagan’s creative collaborations with life partner and 
mistress Sheree Rose have been well-documented, particularly their use of 
S&M in both managing and aestheticizing Flanagan’s disease – an approach 
that has since inspired O’Brien’s own practice.3 Rose has also collaborated 
with O’Brien on a number of projects, including the staging of performances 
that were planned by Flanagan and Rose, but unrealized in Flanagan’s 
lifetime, including Dust to Dust (2015), which was presented in Los Angeles 
in the United States, and The Viewing (2016), which was shared at DadaFest 
in Liverpool in the UK. These performances epitomize ‘the kind of queer 
affiliations that challenge rote and rigidly mainstream conceptions of kinship 
and family’, to borrow from art historian Amelia Jones, given that O’Brien 
becomes a kind of surrogate for Flanagan, and an adopted ‘son’ to Mistress 
Rose.4 However, O’Brien’s practice also reaches beyond the caretaking of 
Flanagan’s legacy, especially in works that centre his interest in the zombie – 
and it is these works that draw focus in this chapter.

O’Brien describes the years lived since his thirtieth birthday as ‘zombie 
time’,5 embodying the zombie as a way of exploring chronic illness and 
a temporality that flows away from the attachments and anxieties that 
affect how time is experienced in work-oriented cultures and in a globally 
distributed marketplace. His zombies are not the bewitched slaves associated 
with African-diasporic zombies, which feature in some of the earliest 
zombie movies, like Victor and Edward Halperin’s film White Zombie (1932) 
and Jacques Tourneur’s I Walked with a Zombie (1943). Where these films 
trace zombies to their Haitian roots, depicting Black people dispossessed 
of consciousness by sorcerers and colonial masters, George A. Romero 
made them chomp their way through society as ‘mindless engines of decay’, 
beginning with Night of the Living Dead (1968), and continuing through 
other classics of the subgenre including Dawn of the Dead (1978) and Day 
of the Dead (1985).6 Romero’s zombies do not become zombies because they 
are bewitched, although in Night of the Living Dead they are mysteriously 
reanimated by radiation from an exploded satellite. They propagate by 
consuming the flesh of humans. Romero made zombies infectious.

O’Brien riffs on the sickness and infectiousness of Romero’s living dead, 
and the subversive potential of zombies once they congregate as a horde in 
the ruins of capitalism. Of particular note is Romero’s Dawn of the Dead, 
which finds zombies trudging through an abandoned shopping mall, unsure 
whether to consume the flesh of their victims or the latest fashion, as well as 
Day of the Dead, in which zombies overcome the attempts of living humans 
to domesticate their unusual tastes and drives. O’Brien shares Romero’s 
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27Zombie Time

interest in the zombie as a contagious entity, as a surrogate for workers and 
consumers, and as a powerful horde. He is also drawn to the unusualness 
of their desire to feast indiscriminately on human flesh. None of these 
characteristics are decadent in themselves, but O’Brien turns their unusual 
appetites into a desirable taste for sickness and decay, lusting after sickness, 
the sick, and abject pleasures. This is what lends his zombies to decadence, 
which also does something interesting to how the ruins and ruination of 
capitalism are imagined. In O’Brien’s hands, productivism – which refers to 
the centring of intensified productivity as a basis for self-realization, and a 
panacea for ailing economies – is corrupted, crumbling into a conception 
of society based not on the apparent permanency and intractability of 
productivism, but the abject pleasures and desires of the sick. In the worlds 
he imagines and stages, it is the kingdom of the sick – famously explored by 
Susan Sontag – that reigns supreme.7

O’Brien’s invitation to consider what might happen to desire in the 
kingdom of the sick has taken on fresh significance in the years since the 
emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic. Horror movie fans were quick to 
connect the pandemic with the zombie’s insatiable appetite and the deserted 
streets of quarantined towns and cities, and O’Brien has been explicit in 
connecting his own interest in the zombie apocalypse with the time of the 
pandemic, in which the normative time of business-as-usual was suspended.8 
This is an important consideration, as his work has more to offer than a 
purely pathological reading allows, and it is not autobiographical;9 it is 
situated within and speaks to a particular and evolving social and cultural 
context, inflecting his work with new meanings and significance along the 
way. At the same time, it would be egregious to uncouple his idea of zombie 
time from the chronic illness that inspired its staging. This chapter therefore 
traces proximities between zombie time and interminable waiting during the 
pandemic, opening out to address a much broader range of issues including 
the medicalization of sickness, outbreak narratives, and the prizing of ever-
improved health, growth, progress, and productive capabilities.

Two concerns draw particular focus. The first is an ethical concern that 
has to do with the expectations that surround those living in productivist 
societies. This concern is linked to decadence in a pejorative sense that 
derides the passing of time in ways that are deemed to be a waste of time, 
as well as forms of productivity, capability, and desire that are seen to be 
somehow ‘unnatural’ or at odds with ever-increasing healthiness and ever-
expanding growth. However, I am also interested in how oppositionality 
might form the basis of a more positive valuation of the same factors. This 
leads me to the second core concern, which has to do with futurity. What 
might we learn from the embodiment and enactment of practices that fall 

Staging Decadence.indb   27Staging Decadence.indb   27 26-05-2023   16:46:5526-05-2023   16:46:55



28 Staging Decadence

away from dominant narratives of progress? O’Brien’s zombies return to 
different parts of this question, inviting us to query assumptions that measure 
progress on the basis of continual growth, the enhancement of physical and 
social capabilities, and the unabated intensification of productivity. In short, 
the challenge these zombies pose to productivism is grounded in a decadent 
desire to inhabit and propagate the kingdom of the sick.

Interminable waiting

One of the last performances I attended before the UK entered its first period 
of lockdown in the Spring of 2020 was a lecture performance at the Tate 
Britain in London, called Until the Last Breath is Breathed (2018–20). As a 
lecture performance, this was one of O’Brien’s more reserved performances 
compared with his earlier actions, which tend to be very messy in their 
use of bodily fluids and buckets or tubs of thick green mucus-like gunge, 
as well as challenging in their incorporation of scarring and piercing of the 
body, and radical in their staging of queer desires and actions inspired by 
S&M practices and CF treatment regimes. Until the Last Breath is Breathed 
incorporated some familiar but less messy and resource-intensive actions 
from these earlier performances, including heavy pounding of his bare chest 
to release mucus (derived from a therapeutic exercise) and the use of an 
S&M breath restrictor or ‘re-breathe hood’, as well as monologues recycled 
or adapted from several earlier works, including If It Were the Apocalypse 
I’d Eat You to Stay Alive (2015–17), The Unwell (2016), and The Ascension 
(2017). Several actions were also screened from a durational performance 
presented to a group of friends in an abandoned morgue in the hours leading 
up to his thirtieth birthday – the point at which he was told his life would end 
– including acts of self-cannibalism, which find O’Brien gnawing at his own 
joints and limbs, carving the shape of lungs onto his chest using a scalpel, and 
repeatedly blowing on a relighting birthday candle. (O’Brien sometimes uses 
the term ‘endurance art’ rather than ‘durational performance’, but the latter 
highlights the temporal significances of his practice).10

‘This is the beginning of the zombie years’, he tells us as the performance 
gets underway; ‘I should be dead but I’m not. [. . .] Now I’m existing in a 
different time. This is the zombie time, the time of the animated corpse. 
I feel immortal. Death is behind me instead of in front. Zombie time is a 
different relationship to death, and life. It’s about survival, but also infecting, 
creating a horde’. He daydreams about a river of phlegm that oozes through 
cities and villages, bubbling out of taps. People start to cough. They become 
diseased in a festering, viral landscape – but a luminary also preaches about a 

Staging Decadence.indb   28Staging Decadence.indb   28 26-05-2023   16:46:5526-05-2023   16:46:55



29Zombie Time

different way of inhabiting this land. He speaks of a queer zombie apocalypse 
in which desires fall and flow away from normative expectations. ‘The virus 
would infect people and kill them, but they would immediately return. [. . .] 
What would follow, so the luminary foretold, was the end of civilization as 
we know it’.11

Although recycled from earlier works, this sermon on sickness speaks to 
the hopes and fears that were circulating when the Covid-19 pandemic reared 
its head. Television screens and radio waves made ruination and inertia 
hyper-present while residents of quiet streets hauled up indoors, but what 
was to follow seemed an open question at risk of closure. In the UK populist 
impulses drew many people back to a pseudo-imperialist nostalgia based on 
rebuilding structures of oppression from the wreckage of an economy on 
its knees. The popularity of Victory in Europe (VE) Day celebrations is a 
case in point, with street parties marking one of the few opportunities for 
public gatherings that were socially legitimated at the time. As Priscilla Wald 
suggests in an influential study of outbreak narratives, the time of a pandemic 
is a time in which interaction is risky, but it is also a time when the bonds of 
a community can be disrupted or cemented.12 The street parties marking VE 
Day bore out the latter in contrast to the more radical or reformist hopes that 
many on the Left pinned to the suspension of business-as-usual.

Communities based on reactionary nostalgia tend to breed xenophobic 
attitudes, and the pandemic was no exception,13 but O’Brien’s practice 
imagines a different kind of community based on the queering of dominant 
outbreak narratives. There’s no triumph of humankind over disease, no 
attempt to expunge sickness and the sick, and no vigilante or medical 
authority rescuing a nation from the peril of infection. O’Brien’s vision is 
based on dispersal, on rivers of phlegm lateralizing hierarchies, and on coughs 
serving as the hallmark of a community of equals. His practice is shaped by 
his own experiences of a specific chronic illness, but he has also been explicit 
in discussing how zombie time speaks to the time of the pandemic, as noted 
earlier. Zombie time and the time of the pandemic are not synonymous – 
those fending off the prospect of death have a different relationship to 
mortality compared with those for whom ‘death is behind [.  .  .] instead of 
in front’ – although there is a proximity between them insofar as both bring 
time’s passing into focus, and how particular acts of passing time either play 
into or fall away from dominant modes of imagining community.

I was due to attend another of O’Brien’s performances, The Last Breath 
Society (Coughing Coffin), at the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in 
London the month after his lecture performance at Tate Britain, but it was 
cancelled once it became clear that the spread of the virus had evolved into 
a pandemic.14 Its premiere had to wait until July 2021, once restrictions on 
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social interaction were lifted and the particular risk to those living with 
CF was reduced – a delay that seems appropriate given this durational 
performance’s preoccupation with death, waiting, and the passing of time.

The performance was based around the manipulation and dismantling of 
eight black coffins. At times O’Brien would clamber inside an upright coffin 
and tilt it precariously from side to side like a ticking metronome, each time 
getting closer and closer to a point of collapse. At others he would hang the 
long flat edge of a coffin’s interior along his back, making it look like it had 
sprouted legs. He would seal himself inside coffins, he would smash them, 
he would pile them one on top of another. He also recorded their handling 
on a series of tape recorders, as well as other sounds emitted throughout the 
performance: the sound of laboured breathing while wearing a re-breathe 
hood; the sound of violent gargling after an assistant forces O’Brien to drink 
water poured through a metal funnel into his open mouth; the sound of him 
dragging a stuffed hammerhead shark along the floor with his teeth. All of 
these objects – the re-breathe hood, tools of domination and subordination, 
a taxidermy shark – would have been familiar to anyone acquainted with 
O’Brien’s earlier practice. They ghost the work. This performance was also the 
first time that previous iterations of the same work played into the hauntology 
of his practice. It was structured around the sounds of previous performances 
being re-played on tape recorders, making this a performance not of four 
hours – the duration of the live element that excludes time for attending an 
installation beforehand – but thirty-two hours across eight days (Figure 1.1).

Actions within a single performance followed an order that was repeated 
in reverse in its second half. Sometimes these actions were performed in 
ways that seemed to be the product of methodical planning, and sometimes 
in clearly improvisatory ways, but they always took a long time to complete. 
Time stretched as we watched O’Brien’s body labour through the tasks, 
‘sometimes pushed to the edges of its capacities and repeated with a 
dedicated work ethic’, as performance scholar Gianna Bouchard puts it in 
a commentary on his earlier performances.15 The work ethic in question, 
though, is not necessarily based on the achievement of a specific goal. As 
the philosopher Alphonso Lingis suggests, his performances – almost 
purgatorial in character – manifest ‘a time of waiting and of convulsive effort 
that [does] not advance or build or accomplish’.16 O’Brien stages a hypnotic 
and absorbing form of creative endeavour that makes space for reflection and 
the settling of affect: not the consummation of a practice in a conventionally 
productive outcome, so much as an opening up of possibilities that court 
unpredictable consequences, including collapse.

As a durational work involving a lot of waiting – a work that was also 
commissioned by a Welcome Trust project, ‘Waiting Times’, exploring 
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temporal experiences and practices of care in medical contexts17 – The Last 
Breath Society was also about cultivating a different relationship to time: an 
interminable waiting in which moments of affective intensity were interrupted 
by protracted periods of meditative stillness, in which nothing much 
happened, or in which things happened very, very slowly. The psychosocial 
scholar Lisa Baraitser (a joint Principle Investigator of the ‘Waiting Times’ 
project) encourages us to think about this kind of waiting as a ‘suspension’ of 
time that can ‘produce felt experiences of time not passing’: a time in which 
temporal imaginaries can be invoked ‘that have a tangential relation to those 
that characterize “the capitalist everyday”, thereby stilling, even if they don’t 
manage to disrupt, modes of production based on utility or exchange’.18 Key 
to this ‘capitalist everyday’, I suggest, is what the economic geographer David 
Harvey calls ‘time-space compression’. Time-space compression refers to the 
shrinking of time horizons in a globalized world that facilitates instantaneous 
transactions and communication.19 The shrinking of a world made more 
accessible to those enabled by capitalism, and the intensification of a time in 
which more and more is achievable, is a self-perpetuating phenomenon that 
can arouse a desire for its furthering: for instance, getting to different places 
quicker and more smoothly, and achieving more in less time, regardless of 
necessity. The taken-for-granted-ness of time-space compression is part 

Figure 1.1 Martin O’Brien, The Last Breath Society (2021). Institute for 
Contemporary Art, London. Photo by Holly Revell.
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and parcel of ‘the capitalist everyday’ today, and its continual enhancement 
underpins an important aspect of how socio-economic progress is appraised 
in advanced capitalist economies. It is also one of the things that distinguish 
productivity in general from productivism in particular. Productivism is 
the consequence of compressed space and time, potentially facilitating the 
achievement of more in less time, but more often than not resulting in a 
counterproductive and directionless busyness.

The queer theorist Elizabeth Freeman explores a similar idea to the 
suspension of time when she pitches queer temporalities in opposition to 
‘chrononormativity, or the use of time to organize individual human bodies 
toward maximum productivity’.20 O’Brien’s production of interminable 
waiting, in the sense of suspending the compressed and intensified times 
of chrononormativity, might then read as a ‘useless’ use of time, but only 
to the extent that the using of time falls away from chrononormativity. The 
ways in which O’Brien passes time in performance are still meaningful and 
significant as ‘necessary excavations of [. . .] self-agency and imagining the 
capability of choice from within lives deprived of these by sickness and 
the intense medical routines that this demands’.21 Determining usefulness 
or uselessness depends on the register one uses to make that judgement, 
and takes nothing away from the significance or meaningfulness of how 
time is passed. O’Brien’s work shines a spotlight on the cultural politics of 
designating a particular passing of time as useful or useless, in sync or at 
odds with the pursuit of time-space compression and the kinds of body and 
capability that it favours.

Suspended time has the capacity to ‘still’ the busyness of time-space 
compression, and can inspire sensitivity towards modes of chronic experience 
that are not based on an explicitly healthy or productive use of time (‘chronic’ 
both in the temporal sense of that word, and, as we watch O’Brien suffer 
for his art, physiological too). O’Brien approaches time as an (im)material, 
experimenting with what the art writer Stephen Wright describes as a ‘fuzzy’ 
time that is ‘recalcitrant to the tyranny of real time’: an invitation, perhaps, 
to think about the reclamation of time in terms of a temporal commons that 
exceeds the spatial.22 The interminable waiting endured by O’Brien – and 
his audiences – is antithetical to the chronicity of the capitalist everyday. 
Otherwise put, the recalcitrant and fuzzy passing of time in this performance 
is what makes it ana-chronistic.

The anachronistic codification of temporal experience in The Last 
Breath Society felt especially resonant as I stood in the airy studio space of 
the ICA in what turned out to be a period of respite between two waves of 
infection during the Covid-19 pandemic. There was no shortage of time to 
mull over the past and to reflect on the present and the future in periods 
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of lockdown. Days, weeks, and months seemed to blur into one another; 
they acquired a ‘viscosity’, to borrow another of Baraitser’s tropes.23 There 
were no social engagements to speak of other than those held online, 
leaving work as one of the few activities left to mark time’s passing, not 
least for those living alone, as I was at the time, and who were neither 
furloughed nor jobless as a precarious freelance worker or as someone 
unemployed. Putting time to use lent itself to the marking of its passing 
during the pandemic, often in ways that risked distorting an appreciation 
of its mindful experience – apart from when time had been judiciously 
allocated for mindful reflection.

The Last Breath Society was reimagined from the ground up when the 
pandemic reared its head, having been commissioned before its emergence.24 
What was ultimately presented to audiences was clearly a response to the 
undoing of chrononormativity and its impact on sociality. Time passed in 
ways that were useless in a productivist sense, taken up with gestures and 
actions that, with time, became significant as indices of a life lived longer than 
expected. This was a performance about the lived experience of survival – of 
living with death – but it was also about the insights that emerge from the 
time and space of doing and experiencing nothing in particular: the time 
and space, perhaps, of the temporal commons.25 It was structured around 
a sequence of repeated actions, manifesting ‘[t]he repetitively performed 
impossibility to reach what one is aiming for’, as the performance scholar 
Eirini Kartsaki writes;26 however, it was ultimately inaction and stillness that 
prompted reflection on the counting of a productive use of time, and the kinds 
of meaning that one might derive from or attach to the use of time (Figure 1.2).

Time that is passed in ways that flow away from a normatively useful or 
productive spending of time need not be a waste of time. As the playwright 
Chris Thorpe observes in a reflection on theatre making in the wake of 
the pandemic, ‘the biggest waste of time is the time you spent punching 
yourself for not being as productive as you’d been taught to expect’.27 Thorpe 
advocates for the unexpected affordances of reflection, surprise, intimacy, 
and slow learning that can emerge from the time and space of doing nothing 
in particular. The Last Breath Society does something similar, although it 
is not simply about clearing mental space in order to render oneself more 
productive in the future; it is about luxuriating in or suffering through the 
aimless passing of time.

Slowness and interminable waiting, hovering between impulses to act 
and inertia, are what characterize this performance’s decadence most of all. 
One of the reasons why I wanted to dive into this performance as one of 
the first detailed examples considered in this book is because of the ways 
it makes clear, from the outset, that decadence in performance need not 
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necessarily refer to immoderate wastefulness in the sense of some mindless 
profligacy leading to massive expenditure on material resource. There is 
an asceticism to this performance: discipline and sparseness, especially, 
but also wasting time in the productivist sense and expending energy that 
might otherwise be put to productivist use. This ‘would seem to be the very 
opposite of excess’, to borrow from the philosopher Karmen MacKendrick: 
‘a defiance even of the moderate demands of one’s bodily and social selves, 
certainly a defiance of hedonistic extravagance. Yet it is in this defiance that 
we find not only the pleasure of asceticism’ – what she refers to as a form of 
‘counterpleasure’ – but ‘a denial beyond all moderation’.28 For MacKendrick, 
counterpleasures invoke pleasures (of the kind explored by Georges Bataille 
and Michel Foucault, among others) that are explicitly ‘nonproductive’, 
and that ‘tend away from all sorts of teleologies. Even the aim of subject 
shattering’ in certain kinds of submissive and masochistic practice ‘can be 
approached only indirectly, and will destroy the pleasures if it takes them 
over’.29 The asceticism of O’Brien’s practice, particularly its ‘denial beyond 
all moderation’ of productivist endeavour, its improvisatory refusal of goal-
oriented action, and its languishing in a recalcitrant and fuzzy time, is what 
lends that practice to decadence, particularly once drawn into the orbit of 
a taste for the abject and the counterpleasures of queer desire. It is to such 
tastes and desires that the next section turns.

Figure 1.2 Martin O’Brien, The Last Breath Society (2021). Institute for 
Contemporary Art, London. Photo by Manuel Vason.
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Zombie time

Until the Last Breath Is Breathed and The Last Breath Society both explore 
zombie time, although the zombies familiar from popular cinema do not 
feature in either. Zombiedom is explicitly referenced in Until the Last Breath 
Is Breathed, but O’Brien appears as himself; he does not look like a zombie, 
at least not the campy zombies made famous by Romero in his classic 
films, although he does permit zombies to appear in the mind’s eye in his 
monologues. The same is true of The Last Breath Society, although to a lesser 
extent. O’Brien presents himself as a living corpse, but there is no attempt to 
mimic pop-cultural zombiedom. However, the pop-cultural zombie is pulled 
front and centre in some of O’Brien’s other works, queering these zombies in 
ways that are distinctly decadent.

Multiple histories have informed the development of zombiedom in 
twentieth-century popular culture. As noted earlier, some of the earliest 
depictions of zombies in cinema – including White Zombie and I Walked 
with a Zombie – make explicit reference to the zombie’s roots in the African 
diaspora and slavery. Performance scholar Lee Miller defines the African-
diasporic zombies in these films as ‘proto-zombies’: completely objectified 
forerunners under the influence of a colonial master or sorcerer that tend 
to be whitewashed in the late-twentieth-century renaissance of zombie 
films inspired by Romero, although it is notable that Night of the Living 
Dead cast a Black actor as a protagonist seeking refuge from an army of 
predominantly white flesh-eaters.30 O’Brien’s living dead owe more to the 
kitschy cultishness of Romero, which is an important point. Where zombies 
of the African diaspora were generally depicted as being controlled by a 
zombie master,31 O’Brien turns to the cult cinematic zombie as a stimulus 
for exploring the retrieval of autonomy from a specific disciplinary regime 
(medicine) in a society that pushes sickness and queerness (as distinct from 
the mainstreaming of homosexuality) to its peripheries. The environmental 
conditions in which O’Brien’s submissive actions take place are of his 
own choosing, as is the public spectacularization of more explicit acts of 
degradation (in a particularly memorable example he pours a bucket of 
his own shit mixed with gold paint over his head, extracted by means of an 
enema – a purgative that interested several decadent writers).32 However, as 
O’Brien points out, there is also a clear ‘tension between voluntary endurance 
in performance and the endurance of a life lived within the duration of slow 
death’.33

The constellation of themes that I will be exploring in this section – 
unconventional productivity, drawing sickness into the orbit of desire, 
antithetical relations to the quantification of goal-oriented progress, 
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and a taste for decay and abjection – lends O’Brien’s zombies a decadent 
edge once put into dialogue with more typical features of the zombies 
made famous by Romero, especially their idleness, slowness, and inertia 
(as compared with post-millennial ‘Zombie 2.0’ films like 28 Days Later 
(2002), in which zombies appear as frenzied monsters).34 These themes 
are especially present in O’Brien’s film The Unwell (2016), which was 
made in collaboration with the filmmaker and musician Suhail Ilyas, 
and was originally intended as ‘a strange, tongue in cheek utopia [. . .]  
in which only the sick can survive’35 – although it took on weightier 
resonances with the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, prompting O’Brien 
to re-release the film in March 2020 when the survival of the sickest was 
in particular jeopardy.

The film opens with a zombie labourer crawling on his hands and knees out 
of a woodland, his high-vis jacket glowing in the dark. He is alone, as are all of 
the sixteen zombies we encounter in empty car parks, squares, and industrial 
estates. As the film cuts to an empty highway, we hear O’Brien intoning a 
monologue: ‘[t]his used to be the most optimistic city in the world. Now the 
sun never rises. The shops are never open. The birds never sing. The streets 
are always empty. [. . .] Perhaps this place used to be beautiful, but it seems as 
though it has experienced an apocalypse’. A zombie staggers in an abandoned 
shopping mall. ‘Time has ended here [. . .]. But something still remains [. . .]. 
Something moves slowly through the darkness. They have replaced human 
life. They resemble us, but they are not us. They fill the city with an unwell 
sound’.36 Heavy breathing . . . Phlegmy coughs . . . Voicings of an inner creature 
that do not adhere to language: ‘the voice of illness’, demanding to be heard.37

Zombie time underpins a logic of futurity in The Unwell, a logic that is 
also closely indexed to the present. To paraphrase the feminist, queer, and 
disability theorist Alison Kafer, how one comes to understand sickness 
in the present determines how one imagines sickness in the future.38 To 
conceptualize the absence of sickness in positive terms and the presence of 
sickness in negative terms is to limit how we might come to imagine sickness 
in the future: that is, we would be better off without, for good. For instance, 
bio-medical discourse understands the time of sickness as a ‘curative time’ 
defined by prognosis and the prospect of remission.39 This discourse reads 
time and futurity through a progressive journey from sickness to health, or the 
management of occurrences and relapse. Alongside bio-medical discourse, 
productivism is another influence that forecloses sick futures. Productivism 
sees sickness as a hindrance to the maximization of productivity, or in Kafer’s 
terms ‘as obstacles to the arc of progress’, unless rehabilitation positions the 
sick as a ‘sign of progress, the proof of development, the triumph over the 
mind or body’.40
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Understanding ever-improving health as an inherent good and as a 
necessity for productive enterprise negates the politics of sickness, insofar 
as the desirability of sick experiences, sick feelings, sick people, and sick 
capacities are assumed to be ‘against nature’ and beyond debate in their 
wrongness. O’Brien’s experimentation with futurity (as with other kinds of 
queer and crip futurities)41 refuses this act of foreclosure by challenging the 
assumptions that determine the casting of sickness as that which must be 
purged in a ‘healthier’ and ‘more productive’ present or future. Instead, he 
celebrates activities that unfold in zombie time – especially those activities 
that are indulged for their own sake (lingering, observing, wandering, 
longing) – and does so through the fabulation of post-apocalyptic worlds and 
scenarios in which the sickest both survive and thrive, drifting away from, 
while remaining haunted by, productive regimes ‘in order to make room for 
pleasure’.42

In his filmed work, the passing of zombie time is ‘mapped’ more concretely 
in comparison with his live performances, where there is greater openness to 
unpredictability in live events that might, just might, go wrong, or that are 
guided by indefinite ends. Nonetheless, these films make space for silence and 
stillness, which encourages those watching to attend to the flow of zombie 
time. Zombies in The Unwell also roam the ruins of productivism. O’Brien’s 
zombies might find themselves dressed as workers, but time is not passed by 
working. They feed on their own flesh, consuming themselves as if haunted 
by auto-exploitation, and yet their silent bodies also ‘speak’ to futurity – what 
the performance scholar José Esteban Muñoz, after the philosopher Ernst 
Bloch, calls the ‘not yet conscious’ of a future society ‘that is being invoked 
and addressed at the same moment’.43 Their slow stagger is not goal-oriented. 
They have no career ambitions. It is as if the structures and processes of 
zombification have vanished, leaving behind a dazed horde – only now the 
zombies are awakening to a new kind of potentiality.

Zombie time is not to be confused with the ‘chronic’ time of capitalism, 
which refuses to die despite perennial crises, its life endlessly extended by 
means of political and organizational ingenuity. For the cultural theorist 
Eric Cazdyn, to ‘settle for the new chronic is to choose the known limits of 
the present over the unknown freedom of the future’.44 In contrast, O’Brien’s 
embrace of zombie time as an (im)material in film and performance is about 
a relationship to the future: an exceptional time in which death is behind 
and not in front (not being-toward-death, in its Heideggerian formulation, 
so much as death-in-and-behind-being), and in which acts of fabulation 
prefigure a strange and radically different future.45 In this, O’Brien’s zombies 
have more in common with what Cazdyn calls the ‘already dead’ insofar as 
these zombies suggest ‘a future beyond the temporal constraints of the new 
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chronic [. . .] informed by a certain way of living in time and space, and in 
relation to an unknown and unrealized future’.46 However, it is sickness – 
not its ‘cure’ or expungement – that forms the basis for this ‘certain way of 
living in time and space’, a notion that would be quite unpalatable for Cazdyn 
despite his own experiences of living with a chronic illness.47

Sickness forms the basis of the clearest sign of life that these zombies 
have, as well as their clearest form of productivity. The frequent coughs 
that are a hallmark of CF and that punctuate the film are what remains 
of life – convulsive sickness animates the coughing body – and they are 
also symptomatic of an unconventional productivity that finds the body 
producing an excess of phlegm. This makes O’Brien’s zombies excessively 
productive as a ‘mucus factory’ – a term that O’Brien draws from Bob 
Flanagan48 – but in a way that would not be recognized as a particularly 
useful or valuable form of productivity in medical contexts or in the capitalist 
everyday given the limited ways in which physical capability is understood in 
these contexts. O’Brien’s zombies queer ‘healthy’ productivity by framing an 
alternative capacity, which productivism recognizes as an incapacity, as a site 
of excessive production.

O’Brien’s zombies are also driven by and drawn to an uncommon sense 
and a taste for the distasteful, which the decadence scholar David Weir 
identifies as a key feature of decadence.49 Their kingdom of the sick is a 
kingdom of infection, a kingdom in which ‘mortality is sexy’.50 Their taste 
for the distasteful draws them to this kingdom, although it is not a taste that 
is cultivated in the reclusive environs of an ivory tower. Their uncommon 
sense is connected to an irresistible intimacy: a queer intimacy with strangers 
based on acts of consumption, communion, and consummation. Their 
uncommon sense is also not altogether ‘indifferent to right and wrong’, which 
Jack Halberstam identifies as a hallmark of pop-cultural zombies.51 Unlike 
Romero’s stumbling flesh-eaters, O’Brien’s zombies seem to be awakening to 
a social consciousness of a kind that makes space for bodies and acts deemed 
abject or unnatural. Their behaviour is not based on an ethos, although in 
falling away from the normative streaming of desire and appetite they make 
apparent the extent to which productivism shapes desire and appetite. They 
are driven instead by a conflation of sickness and desire, prompting reflection 
on the assumptions and prejudices that stick to sick bodies in societies that 
prioritize the productive capabilities of the healthy.

It is important to emphasize the humour in these kingdoms of the sick. 
O’Brien does not want to die, and he does not want others to fall ill. These 
are fables told with a wry smile.52 For instance, a monologue in Until the Last 
Breath is Breathed descends from an innocent memory of participating as 
an actor in a live zombie horror experience to delighting in the putrid and 
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sloppy practicalities of sex between zombies, imagining what it must be like 
to be smothered by the ass of another zombie, ‘with the smell of death and 
rotten organs emanating out of it. I couldn’t help but imagine his massive, 
rotten gangrenous penis shooting blood and puss all over me’.53 O’Brien’s 
tongue may be in his cheek – or between cheeks, as the case may be – but 
there is also a seriousness behind the nods, winks, and abject humour. He 
invites his audiences to question teleological narratives of health, growth, 
and betterment, and the prizing of capabilities well-suited to productivity’s 
continual intensification.

Bio-medical science and the capitalist everyday provide the clearest 
examples of the kind of teleological narratives of health, growth, and 
betterment that O’Brien’s zombies refuse. However, other, particularly 
illuminating, examples can also be found in Marxist literature, which one 
might otherwise assume would be an ally of those pushed to the margins 
of society. For instance, György Lukács, in his essay ‘Healthy or Sick Art?’ 
(1934), finds irremediable regression in the collapsing of love into ‘mere’ 
eroticism, of eroticism declining into ‘mere’ sexuality, and sexuality into 
‘mere’ phallicism.54 He goes on:

The man of decadent bourgeois society who stunts himself spiritually 
and morally not only has to go on living and acting in his crippled 
state; in this inhuman self-deformity, he must even seek a psychological 
and moral ‘cosmic’ justification for his condition. And he finds this 
justification, too, no longer basing his conception of the world on 
how the world is objectively constituted or how it affords a real object 
of mankind’s revolutionary practical activity; instead he adapts his 
conception of the world to fit his own deformity and to provide an 
appropriate environment for his own crippled state.55

O’Brien queers what Lukács sees in this ‘man’. In fact, it is not a man at 
all that O’Brien imagines, but an ‘inhuman’ zombie – a sick zombie who 
seeks cosmic justification for the condition of zombiedom, and who does 
so by basing a conception of the world not on the realism of its objective 
constitution, but a conception that fits his sickness, desires, and the abject 
sickness of those desires. The revolutionary consciousness of these zombies 
reacts to the reality of a society that does not accommodate their alternative 
capabilities and productivities, their distaste for the useful and taste for decay, 
or their uncommon desires. Where Lukács limits his interest in decay and 
ruination to their socially mimetic representation as ‘unhealthy’ symptoms 
of a decadent society that has lost sight of its monolithically revolutionary 
purpose,56 O’Brien’s kingdom of the sick presents a challenge to the values 
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that codify and shape ideas of progress and regress, and that lead to the 
measurement, monitoring, and privileging of ‘health’ and ‘the healthy’.

O’Brien does not regard health in teleological terms, as that which must 
be ‘improved’ and ‘bettered’ with time, but instead turns to his own temporal 
experience of sickness as a basis for thinking about and intervening within 
the spheres of social and cultural production, or mimetic reproduction (with 
Jacques Derrida, we might say that O’Brien’s ‘[e]schatology breaks teleology 
apart’; it has an astonishing side to it that is alien to the achievement of a goal).57 
Progression along a legitimated path might be eased for those attuned to 
established arcs of progress, but, as the cultural philosopher Sara Ahmed puts 
it, ‘[i]t can be wearing to inhabit a world that is not built for you’.58 O’Brien’s 
zombies are ghosted by productivism’s exhausting excesses, which is especially 
evident in The Unwell, but he also steers their incompatibility with productivism 
along a different path. The daydreams and sermons that O’Brien stages or 
narrates in his performances and films are always set in some unknown future, 
a future that is near, in which the smell of decay ‘is an aphrodisiac’.59 These 
daydreams and narratives prefigure alternative worlds that are at odds with 
regimes of progress based on teleological and contingent notions of betterment 
and enlightenment: the purity of a gene pool, for instance, or the integrity of a 
family unit, or designs upon the health and wealth of a nation and its capacity 
to continually grow and to produce ever-more productively and competitively 
in a global marketplace. In O’Brien’s kingdoms of the sick, unproductive 
counterpleasures are enjoyed by unusually abject entities: the very monsters 
and nightmares imagined by societies fixated on linear conceptions of progress. 
Also, when he describes zombie time, it is not in the future tense; ‘This is the 
zombie time. The time of the animated corpse. [. . .] It’s no longer linear. It’s full 
of breaks and ambushes. In zombie time you keep moving, but not towards 
anything. [. . .] No goals, only desires. No plans, only reactions’.60 This time 
of the animated corpse is out of step with productivist-led conceptions of 
progress. It is an errant time that luxuriates in its passing.

In sum, the ways in which O’Brien conjoins sickness and desire, along 
with a conception of futurity that resists productivist regimes of progress, are 
important factors in what lends his work to decadence. He stages a decadent 
historicity that rejects the steering of progress towards spurious notions of 
betterment, growth, health, and productivity. His embodiment of the zombie 
and explorations of zombie time encourages us to think beyond the realism 
of productivism in ways that challenge its taken-for-granted-ness, just as his 
rejection of conventional progress narratives invites us to think beyond the 
myth of perpetual growth in capitalist economies condemned to perennial 
crises. The futures he prefigures are not based on these narratives and myths; 
they are based on the centring of abject bodies and behaviours, on the time 
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of the sick, and the ruins of a post-apocalyptic world. In short, these zombies 
lend themselves to decadence. They manifest a decadent temporality at odds 
with both the compression and intensification of productivist time, and the 
positioning of productivism and its conventionally healthy stakeholders as 
engines and guarantors of progress.

Conclusion

What lends the performances discussed in this chapter to decadence is their 
conjoining of sickness, queerness and desire, a taste for abjection, their 
fascination with morbidity, their disruption of chrononormativity, and a 
conception of futurity that resists or corrupts productivism. The kingdoms 
of the sick he imagines are not based on the myth of perpetual growth and 
betterment, but sickness, abjection, and the post-apocalypse. Time flows 
differently in these kingdoms, away from the compression and intensification 
of productivist tempos and rhythms. His embodiment of the zombie also 
demands engagement with the viscerality and temporality of chronic sickness, 
desires that fall and flow away from ‘healthy’ attachments, and unconventional 
productivities – for instance, in their excessive production of phlegm.

Zombie time and interminable waiting are first and foremost about 
conceptualizing a different relationship to death, experiencing it not in 
teleological terms – not as a point one reaches – but as that which is already 
experienced as being both present within a body, and behind it as a subject 
who has surpassed their own life expectancy.61 For O’Brien, the pandemic 
brought about a newly dispersed proximity to zombie time as millions of 
people around the world negotiated a different relationship to death and 
the prospect of ‘gainful’ employment, throwing into question what might be 
meant by gainfulness as a condition of living or a possibility for thriving. This 
makes it all the more important to resist pathologizing O’Brien’s work as being 
‘about’ his own chronic illness – his performances are not autobiographical 
– although experiences of the chronic clearly frame and shape each aspect 
of his practice, including his engagement with the kingdom of the sick. His 
zombies invite us to imagine these kingdoms as places where time flows 
differently, no longer bound to the injunctions of productivism, stretching 
time rather than compressing and intensifying its passing and use: a time 
of crescendos as much as cadences, growth as much as decay, creativity as 
much as ruination, and the creativity to be found in ruination, the aesthetics 
of decay, and an experimental relationship to futurity that refuses the myth of 
perpetual growth, and the cultish pursuit of more.
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022).
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instructive overview, see Jason Hickel, Less is More: How Degrowth Will Save 
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‘low-entropy’ values’, see Jeremy Rifkin, with Ted Howard, Entropy: A New 
World View (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1981), p. 205.

17 Ross Douthat, The Decadent Society: How We Became the Victims of Our 
Own Success (New York: Avid Reader Press, 2020). See also remarks made 
by Senator Jesse Helms in ‘Congressional Record: July 25, 1994’, 140 (98), 
https://www .govinfo .gov /content /pkg /CREC -1994 -07 -25 /html /CREC -1994 
-07 -25 -pt1 -PgS17 .htm, accessed 5 February 2020. See also Robert Bork, 
Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modern Liberalism and American Decline 
(New York: Regan Books, 1997); Patrick J. Buchanan, The Death of the West: 
How Dying Populations and Immigrant Invasions Imperil Our country and 
Civilization (New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 2002). Declinist literature is 
also thriving in France, where it has taken on a much more xenophobic and 
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(Paris: Stock, 2013); Éric Zemmour, Le Suicide Francais (Paris: Albin 
Michel, 2014).

18 Oliver Dowden, ‘The Threat to Democracy: Defeating Cancel Culture by 
Defending the Values of the Free World’, Heritage Foundation, 14 February 
2022, https://www .heritage .org /europe /event /the -threat -democracy 
-defeating -cancel -culture -defending -the -values -the -free -world, accessed 
22 April 2022.
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UK Economy, report for Arts Council England, April 2019, https://www 
.artscouncil .org .uk /sites /default /files /download -file /Economic %20impact 
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.pdf, accessed 5 August 2022; Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett, The 
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2017–19, 14 May 2019 HC 734.

21 Orian Brook, Dave O’Brien, and Mark Taylor, Culture is Bad for You: 
Inequality in the Cultural and Creative Industries (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2020), p. 10.

22 Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry Is Not a Luxury’, in Sister Outsider (London: Penguin 
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